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1.

A Serious Business
What does it mean to be a professional artist?

‘Where’s  the  fucking  stipend?’  read  the  postcard 
delivered to the artists Edward and Fanny Wadsworth.1 
They had been supporting Wyndham Lewis with a monthly 
allowance  throughout  1924,  and  the  money  had  not 
turned  up.  Spiteful  gestures  were  the  quarrelsome 
Vorticist’s  stock-in-trade:  he  was  ungrateful, 
uncouth – jump ahead four decades and you might even 
say ‘unprofessional’. According to the rubric laid 
down in 1969 by Gilbert and George in ‘The Laws of 
the  Sculptors’,  artists  should  ‘always  be  smartly 
dressed, well-groomed, relaxed, friendly, polite and 
in complete control’.
Leap  forward  in  time  again  to  north-east  London, 
2009.  Forty  years  on  from  provoking  the  flower 
children with their smartly tailored suits, metallic 
faces and lost nights with a bottle of mother’s ruin, 
every evening Gilbert and George walk past the end of 
my  street,  marching  the  three  miles  between  their 
home  in  Spitalfields  and  the  Mangal  II  Turkish 
restaurant in Dalston, where they sit at the same 
table for their dinner. Whenever I catch a glimpse of 
them, I can’t help thinking that their look – that of 
respectable English gentlemen, commonly taken to be 
an ironic counterpoint to the sexual and scatological 
themes  of  their  work  –  appears  to  communicate  a 
sincere statement of intent: of always being ‘on’, 
still 100 percent committed to a total life project 
begun  in  the  1960s.  I  wonder  what  they  make  of 
today’s contemporary art scene compared with that of 
their art school days. Despite the astronomical price 
of  property,  the  east  London  they  inhabit  is 
reportedly home to the highest density of artists in 
Europe: there are some 54 galleries in this part of 
the  city  alone  (for  the  last  ten  years,  a  sign 
painted by students in the style of Bob and Roberta 
Smith and affixed to a house on east London’s Hackney 
Road  has  declared  that  ‘EAST  IS  THE  NEW  WEST’). 
London is also, of course, home to Tate Modern, one 
of  the  country’s  biggest  tourist  attractions,  and 
every autumn the city hosts a number of high-profile 
art fairs: Frieze, Zoo, Scope. This year may turn out 



to be the year in which gallery closings are the new 
openings and ‘told you so’ schadenfreude is the new 
market  optimism.  But  could  Gilbert  and  George,  as 
young men at St Martin’s School of Art in the late 
1960s, have imagined a time such as now, when the 
word ‘creative’ is used more as a job title than as 
an adjective?
Over the past decade – until, at least, global credit 
began to crunch our fun – the art world has developed 
into  a  high-turnover,  high-visibility  international 
activity  that  everyone  wants  a  slice  of.  It’s  an 
exponentially expanded system of artists, audiences, 
art markets, dealers, galleries, curators, critics, 
collectors,  museums,  institutes,  foundations, 
biennials,  triennials,  quadrennials,  fairs,  auction 
houses,  art  schools,  prizes,  books,  magazines, 
journals  and  consultancies.  Language,  design, 
architecture  and  codes  of  behaviour  wrap  these 
activities  in  increasingly  complex  and  synergistic 
ways while government policy wonks and sociologists 
talk excitedly of the economic contribution made by 
the ‘creative industries’. In recent months, though, 
this  expansion  has  been  tempered  by  anxiety.  The 
tighter the credit crunch grips us, the louder you 
can hear the gloating of those who think a drop in 
auction prices and a swathe of galleries going under 
will  somehow  result  in  the  disappearance  of  the 
present art system and the resurgence of some kind of 
prelapsarian art paradise unfettered by the evils of 
capitalism and what they perceive to be cultural con-
artistry.
In  some  ways  the  Wyndham  Lewis  generation  had  it 
easy, attacking the establishment and seeking to meld 
art with life – this, after all, was what radical 
artists were given licence to do. (Yet so uptight was 
1920s’ English society that Lewis was warned by his 
friend  Harry  Melville  that  he  needed  to  make  the 
effort to wear a boiled shirt at least four times a 
week,  ‘for  the  sake  of  your  career!’2)  Our  own 
expansion  and  integration  of  all  these  spheres  of 
activity  –  from  making  art  to  exhibiting  it, 
curating, writing, teaching, thinking of imaginative 
ways to document art or advertise it, sell it, use it 
to  sell  other  things  – has generated an image of 
consummate professionalism, the feeling that everyone 



knows exactly what they are doing and how to behave. 
To an extent this is true, and having to approach art 
with  a  degree  of  efficiency  has  partly  been 
necessitated by the demands of the art world’s high-
production,  high-stakes  activity.  But  many  arts 
professionals would also acknowledge – perhaps off-
record, over a free beer at an opening – that there 
are shortfalls between the way the art system likes 
to present itself and the reality of working within 
it.  For  instance,  ‘art-speak’  may  have  an  air  of 
authority  but  often  masks  vagueness,  perpetuates 
outmoded ideas or simply confuses communication; the 
exquisite architecture of a commercial gallery may 
suggest  financial  propriety  but  glosses  over  work 
sold cash-in-hand and shipped on an Easyjet flight in 
a gallery employee’s hand-luggage, while the dynamic 
image  of  an  ‘international  curator’  plying  their 
labour  in  Stockholm  one  day  and  Cairo  the  next 
doesn’t  speak  of  the  stomach  ulcer  caused  by  the 
daily economic worries of their precarious freelance 
existence.
Then there is the issue of cakes being had and cakes 
being  eaten,  of  living  in  thrall  to  the  great 
bohemian dream of the art world but also having to 
lock  down  and  be  in  ‘complete  control’  of  every 
element  produced  under  the  sign  of  glamorous 
dissolution. As any bleary-eyed gallery assistant who 
has been up half the night with a demanding artist 
trying to find a bar that’s still open at 4am will 
tell you, these elements are often hard to reconcile. 
Today bohemian libertinism exists largely as a myth, 
albeit a useful one when it comes to marketing – take 
Dan Colen or Dash Snow, for example, two mediocre 
artists  who  have  recently  benefited  professionally 
from sanctioned excess. The art historian Hal Foster 
argues that the artist’s ‘free expression implies our 
unfree  inhibition,  which  is  also  to  say  that  his 
freedom is mostly a franchise on which he represents 
freedom more than he enacts it’.3 Or rather, as Simon 
Martin  observes  in  his  film  essay  Carlton  (2006), 
these days ‘artists look like everyone else, worry 
about  their  weight,  book  foreign  holidays’.  Some 
artists  love  the  cut-and-thrust  of  art  world 
politicking; they thrive on intrigue and attention. 
Others  despise  it,  finding  it  upsettingly  at  odds 



with their ideals.
The  art  world  is  a  little  like  a  second-hand 
computer:  its  exterior  a  desirably  minimalist, 
Jonathan Ive-designed casing with titanium curves and 
winking  lights  that  suggests  high-speed  processors 
able to deliver any number of creative experiences at 
the  touch  of  a  button,  its  interior  a  mess  of 
circuitry that has been rewired and crammed back into 
the casing so many times that no one can begin to 
understand it. And there’s no manual to tell you how 
it behaves – or how it ought to behave. Why there 
might be lacunae between expectation and experience 
in the art world is worth further thought. Read any 
mainstream  newspaper  or  certain  hand-wringing 
jeremiahs in the art press, and you’ll be told that 
market  forces  are  to  blame.  Certainly  money  is  a 
massive factor – capital, in order to keep itself 
liquid, needs to create plausible costumes in which 
to go about its business – but the art market does 
not tell the whole story. Even before the cold winds 
of recession began to bite, Sarah Thornton’s account 
of high-powered professionals in Seven Days in the 
Art World (2008) was felt by many to describe only a 
tiny part of the picture. As Sally O’Reilly wrote in 
her  review  of  the  book  in  Art  Monthly:  ‘To  take 
[Takashi] Murakami as the subject of the studio visit 
chapter is rather like offering Turkish Delight as a 
typical  foodstuff.’4  Only  a  relatively  small 
percentage of the art world sees anything like the 
kind  of  money  and  glamour  Thornton  describes  so 
breathlessly, and now her book seems, if not like 
ancient history, then at least a demonstration of how 
fragile  the  image  of  success  built  on  cultural 
commodities can be, perhaps because she forgot that 
the art world also comprises audiences of all shapes, 
sizes  and  degrees  of  interest,  producers  and 
commentators who struggle to make a living wage, and 
individuals who work tirelessly in museum education 
departments, in community outreach programmes, in art 
schools,  in  academia  or  as  technicians  and 
fabricators.
Rather than following the cash all the time, would it 
be illuminating to observe the more nebulous details 
of  art  world  self-perception?  In  The  Rise  of 
Professional Society: England since 1880 (1989) the 



historian Harold Perkin wrote that ‘the entrepreneur 
proved  himself  by  competition  in  the  market,  the 
professional by persuading the rest of society and 
ultimately  the  state  that  his  service  was  vitally 
important  and  therefore  worthy  of  guaranteed 
reward.’5 Do the arts persuade in similar ways?
The  first  place  you  might  look  is  your  immediate 
environment. Contemporary art is, by and large, an 
urban  pursuit.  Jonathan  Raban  noted  in  Soft  City 
(1974) that here ‘we are barraged by images of the 
people  we  might  become.  Identity  is  presented  as 
plastic, a matter of possessions and appearances’.6 
The modern city is a testament to the ways in which 
contemporary  art,  design  and  architecture  have 
constructed the look and feel of our surroundings. 
List the design vernaculars that art galleries share 
with, say, clothes boutiques or penthouse property 
developments:  minimal,  tastefully  understated 
monochromaticism, so as to let the product within be 
appreciated without distraction. Fittings made from 
brushed  steel,  floors  from  poured  concrete  or 
bleached  wood,  the  windows  from  frosted  glass  – 
materials of classic Modernist architecture. They can 
be  combined  in  ways  that  suggest  futuristic, 
corporate efficiency or post-industrial melancholia – 
an old winch or section of timbering preserved as a 
nod to past use.
London, New York, Berlin, Paris, Milan, Beijing: the 
look  is  an  internationally  homogeneous  design 
vernacular,  with  minor  local  variations.  Brian 
O’Doherty’s  Inside  the  White  Cube  (1976)  famously 
analysed  how  the  ‘white  cube’  affects  our 
phenomenological  reading  of  art,  but  it  also 
indirectly sensitized us to all the little bits of 
detailing – the height of a reception desk, say, or 
whether  you  need  to be ‘buzzed in’ or can simply 
stroll  through  the  front  door  (also  functions  of 
contemporary  art’s  professionalized  self-image).  In 
Lucky Kunst (2009), Gregor Muir’s misty-eyed memoir 
of running with Young British Artists in the 1990s, 
the  following  description  is  given  of  London’s 
changing gallery scene: ‘Galleries stopped being cosy 
shops where soft transactions took place in carpeted 
rooms. The gallery of the Nineties was more likely to 
be an international brand, employing a bevy of upper-



class slaves on reception and airborne sales teams 
[…] They were more corporate in approach and more 
professional in appearance.’7 The artist Seth Price, 
in his essay ‘Dispersion’ (2002), observes how ‘much 
in  the  same  way  that  quasi-bureaucratic 
administrative  forms  were  taken  up  by  the 
Conceptualists of the 1960s, design and architecture 
now could be called house styles of the neo-avant-
garde. Their appearance often simply gestures toward 
a  theoretically  engaged  position,  such  that  a 
representation of space or structure is figured as an 
ipso facto critique of administered society and the 
social, while engagement with design codes is seen as 
a comment on advertising and the commodity.’8 Again 
the  cake  is  to  be  both  had  and  eaten;  the 
professional art worker can enjoy both the look of 
contemporary design and its cultural encodings. With 
the revolution in desktop publishing that began in 
the 1990s control over those codings was in many more 
people’s  grasp:  the  presentation  of  invitations, 
posters, magazines and catalogues began to assume a 
slicker  edge.  We  fell  in  love  again  with  radical 
design partly because, as Michael Bracewell wrote in 
his  razor-sharp  cultural  history  of  the  20th 
century’s final decade, The Nineties: When Surface 
Was Depth (2002), ‘the point about the gentrification 
of the avant-garde, however snooty one might want to 
be about the debasement of radicalization by commerce 
and  fashionability,  was  that  it  was  irresistible. 
Aesthetically  gorgeous,  it  flattered  one’s  better 
conception of oneself as a culturally aware, urban 
and urbane kind of person.’9
A  high  premium  is  placed  on  signalling  this 
culturally aware urbanity and theoretical engagement, 
rather than necessarily enacting it. If the modern 
city displays, as Raban puts it, ‘a pornography of 
taste’, these signals are crucial to our recognition 
of the art professional’s authoritative self-image. 
It is a form of subcultural recognition, which can 
run from the micro – two students, for instance, who 
might each clock the fact that the other is wearing 
the current male art school uniform of deck shoes, 
waxed Barbour jacket and 1940s-goes-1980s short-back-
and-sides haircut – to the macro, such as the way an 
art magazine squares up to its readers. Interviewed 



in Thornton’s book, the former Artforum editor Jack 
Bankowsky observes that ‘You have to understand the 
pieties […] Seriousness at Artforum and in the art 
world in general is a commodity. Certain kinds of 
gallerists may want the magazine to be serious even 
if they have no real co-ordinates for distinguishing 
a  serious  article  from  the  empty  signifier  of 
seriousness  abused.’10  You  have  to  understand  the 
pieties: the weight of an artist’s monograph or how 
many  times  their  name  crops  up  on  e-flux 
announcements;  someone’s  preference  for  reading 
October rather than frieze; the internationalism of 
the contemporary art world – some romantic residue of 
the idea that, if you travel regularly by plane, you 
must be high-powered because your business reaches 
far outside your locality; artist names exchanged as 
collateral  by  those  jockeying  for  position  in  the 
marketplace of curating or criticism. These are the 
little  curlicues  that  adorn  the  edifice  of  the 
professional arts establishment.
Pieties also lie deep within language itself. Art’s 
authority is perpetuated by specialized terminologies 
derived  from  philosophy,  history  and  sociology. 
Specialized  vocabularies  are  helpful  tools  for 
specialist  thinking  but,  almost  by  dint  of  their 
dazzling  technicality,  they  also  imply  consensus 
models  for  talking  about  art.  Working  for  a 
contemporary art magazine, I get sent a vast amount 
of  press  material  each  day,  almost  all  of  which 
employs  a  strikingly  similar  tone  of  voice.  Most 
common is the one of academic solemnity infused with 
a  barely  veiled  aggression,  as  though  art  were 
engaged in some cultural ‘war on terror’. Words such 
as ‘forcing’, ‘interrogating’ or ‘subverting’ occur 
with  incredible  frequency.  Boundaries  are  ‘broken 
down’ and ‘preconceptions challenged’ so often as to 
make subversion and radicality seem like a mandatory 
daily chore rather than a blow to the status quo. 
They perpetuate old-fashioned notions, such as that 
of the artist visionary liberating the masses from 
mental enslavement by bourgeois values. Overuse has 
made  these  words  sound  strangely  toothless,  for 
what’s at stake in the art is often less important 
(but not necessarily without value) than the language 
suggests.



This may seem like nit-picking when global capital is 
collapsing around our ears. Sure, the follies of art-
speak are easy to laugh at, but often criticism of it 
begins and ends with a dismissive chuckle – which 
ignores  profounder  problems.  Why  should  academic 
terminology  be  the  default  vehicle  for  discussing 
art? Why is there such an emphasis on newness, schism 
and  radicality?  Even  when  the  art  itself  may  be 
enjoyably throwaway, language pins it to deathlessly 
auratic  registers  of  exchange.  This  suggests  a 
subliminal fear that, if the subject in question is 
not talked up as Big and Culturally Significant, then 
the point of fussing over it in the first place might 
be called into question, bringing the whole house of 
cards tumbling down. In an essay entitled ‘The Art 
World Is Not the World’ (2008) the philosopher Nina 
Power coins the term ‘Nu-language’ (a play on both 
Tony Blair’s New Labour and fast-turnover pop genres 
such as Nu-rave or Nu-metal) to describe a language 
without referent, a ‘junk syntax [...] characteristic 
not only of the art world but of business, academia 
and politics’, a non-grammatical set of abstractions 
that have the surface appearance of discussion and 
the exchange of ideas, but which in fact serve only 
in order to maintain the illusion of communication 
and  creative  dialogue.  She  gives  the  following 
illustration of ‘Nu-language’: ‘A recent conference 
on the idea of “Art after Aesthetic Distance” states 
as its remit the following: “Their projects mediate 
the  contemporary  frameworks  of  art  as  service,  as 
social space, as activism, as interactions, and as 
relationships.”  […]  To  “mediate”  “frameworks”  as 
“relationships” … one could switch the terms around 
with  similar  effect:  to  “framework  mediations  as 
relationships”, or perhaps to “relate mediations as 
frameworks” […] The peculiar power of “Nu-language”, 
as a kind of pure formal currency, has precisely lead 
to a vapid never-ending abstraction that uses words 
like  “consolidate”,  “reconstellate”,  “reconfigure”, 
“enhance”,  “articulate”,  as  descriptors  of  some 
mythical  “process”,  like  Georg  Hegel’s  absolute 
spirit in a particularly insomniac phase. Nouns, like 
material products, appear to be out of fashion.’11
This  drift  across  a  sea  of  abstracted  management-
speak is problematic because it allows for anything 



to be subsumed by its rhetoric. Quasi-academicisms 
have  become  ‘the  empty  signifier  of  seriousness 
abused’,  opening  the  door  to  a  professional  art 
speak; a communicative shell that allows a massive 
shortfall to exist between our idea of what a given 
exhibition or art work might constitute and what that 
exhibition  or  art  work  actually,  physically,  is. 
Trouser-Word  Piece  (1972/89),  by  the  late  Keith 
Arnatt, prefigured this problem of identity, language 
and  authenticity  with  photographs  depicting  Arnatt 
wearing  a  sandwich  board  declaring  ‘I’m  a  Real 
Artist’, accompanied by a text using a philosophical 
analysis of the word ‘real’ to ask what constitutes 
the idea of artistic integrity. Two recent artist’s 
films have also touched on the language issue. Emily 
Wardill’s Sea Oak (2008) uses interviews with members 
of the Californian think-tank Rockridge, who describe 
how neo-conservative politics made advantageous use 
of  a  theatricalized,  emotional  rhetoric,  divorced 
from  concrete  referents.  Melanie  Gilligan’s  film 
Crisis in the Credit System (2008), which dramatizes 
a role-playing workshop conducted by a group of high-
finance  specialists  in  response  to  the  economic 
crisis,  features  a  discussion  of  how  financial 
instruments can be abstracted from the nature of the 
material asset, likening the weightlessness of share 
trading  to  a  language  in  which  words  do  not 
necessarily  have  the  meaning  commonly  ascribed  to 
them: ‘I could say “tree” but it doesn’t have to mean 
“tree”, it could mean “jet”, and suddenly we have 
expanded  our  word-generating  profit  margin 
exponentially  and  we  can  take  profit  from  more 
meanings and numerous positions on it.’
The seductions of jargon affect artistic production. 
A  word  you  hear  many  artists  use  today  when 
describing what they do is ‘practice’ (or ‘praxis’ – 
urrgh!), much as you might describe an architectural 
or doctor’s practice. Occasionally prefaced with the 
phrase  ‘research-based’,  the  word  has  faintly 
scientific, academic and conventional ‘professional’ 
overtones,  suggesting  fixed  methodologies  with 
quantifiable outcomes. Perhaps originating with the 
1970s’  Conceptual  artist,  it  speaks  of  the 
rationalist flipside to the old-fashioned model of 
artist-as-licensed-transgressor,  positioning  the 



artist  alongside  applied  artists,  philosophers, 
sociologists  or  community  workers.  In  ‘Dispersion’ 
Price  cites  a  term  coined  by  the  artist  Martha 
Rosler; ‘the “as if” approach, where the Conceptual 
work cloaks itself in other disciplines (philosophy 
being  the  most  notorious  example),  provoking  an 
oscillation between skilled and de-skilled, authority 
and pretence, style and strategy, art and non-art.’12 
Price goes on to argue ‘the producer who elects to 
wear  several  hats  is  perceived  as  a  crossover  at 
best: the artist–filmmaker, as in the case of Julian 
Schnabel; the artist as entrepreneur, as in the case 
of Warhol’s handling of Interview magazine and the 
Velvet Underground’.13
Working  in  the  arts  is  complicated  by  seductive 
images of how previous artists lived. In an interview 
in 1979 the artist Brian Clarke remarked on how ‘A 
lot of people seem concerned with getting a studio 
before they know what they want to do with it when 
they’ve got it. It’s almost a prerequisite of being 
an  artist.’14  Someone  once  observed  that  ‘It  was 
difficult for the Cubists to make work as they didn’t 
have,  as  we  do,  the  example  of  Cubism  to  help 
them.’15  Historical  instances  such  as  the 
Impressionists in 19th-century Paris, or the Abstract 
Expressionists in 1950s’ New York, are part of the 
popular imagination’s idea of what being an artist is 
like. As methods of image circulation have expanded, 
so too has the speed with which more recent periods 
enter the canon. It’s interesting, for instance, to 
note  how  Johnnie  Shand  Kydd’s  photographs  of  the 
1990s’ generation of Young British Artists looked so 
historical even as they were being made – Bracewell 
described the UK’s Britpop years as a return to the 
‘British  Beat  innocence’  of  the  Swinging  Sixties. 
Nostalgia for art’s past – which if this were pop 
culture, we’d bluntly call ‘retro’ – reproduces and 
repackages professional career models. This is only 
amplified by the web: Artforum.com’s ‘Scene and Herd’ 
blog is one example of a channel that perpetuates 
certain ideas of what being an artist today might 
involve – looking, say, at Richard Prince sculptures 
in the company of Pamela Anderson.
Boom times have failed to manage the expectations of 
many leaving art school. For recent graduates the art 



world has never seemed anything other than affluent 
and eager to snap up young artists. How the current 
economic climate changes this remains to be seen. But 
what  is  expected  of  recent  graduates  in  terms  of 
‘behaviour’  when  they  leave  college?  This  is 
something that can’t really be taught, only intuited 
through  experience.  Nonetheless,  the  practicalities 
of making a living as an artist – how to deal with 
museum paperwork, tax forms, shippers – are seldom 
discussed.  Michael  Craig-Martin,  who  worked  at 
Goldsmiths,  London,  in  the  1980s  and  ‘90s,  was 
recently interviewed about his role teaching Damien 
Hirst and the yBa generation: ‘I don’t ever remember 
discussing with Damien, or anyone else, making money 
from making art. You’re trying to prepare somebody 
for an independent life of work in a very short space 
of time. On the other hand that’s not the same thing 
as saying there isn’t a world out there. […] There’s 
a kind of romantic idea that you should shut yourself 
away from this kind of thing and be “pure”. This is a 
romantic fantasy.’16
This  ‘shutting  yourself  away’  and  other  forms  of 
dissent have a distinctly respectable character these 
days. Those who oppose the ‘system’ are often defined 
by it. The cultural activist Stewart Home identified, 
in  an  article  for  Smile  magazine  in  1989  on  the 
historicization of the Situationists and Fluxus, how 
‘many  people  find  themselves  attracted  to  the 
iconoclasm  and  sense  of  purpose’  they  offered. 
‘Related  to  the  iconoclasm  groups  is  the  aura  of 
radicality  (and  by  inference,  authenticity)  that 
surrounds  them.  Since  much  academic  discourse  is 
grounded  in  notions  of  the  “authentic”  (and  its 
loss),  individuals  engaged  in  cultural  and  media 
studies  find  the  prospect  of  assimilating  the 
“radicality”  attached  to  avant-garde  ideas  a  very 
attractive proposition’.17 These are now models of 
art production that are understood and accommodated 
professionally. The legacy of institutional critique 
is that many shows today include works that comment 
on  the  production  of  the  show  or  point  out  its 
failings and oversights. Artists can enjoy critically 
respectable  careers  working  with  the  idioms  of 
critique and dissent – Claire Fontaine, for instance, 
or  Bernadette  Corporation.  Those  who  oppose  the 



establishment  ‘art  world’  can  also  maintain  a 
position based on romantic ideas of ‘authenticity’ 
and nostalgia: in the UK the cult figure of Billy 
Childish loudly decries the state of contemporary art 
while making neo-Expressionist paintings and dressing 
like a prewar British soldier home on leave. I don’t 
doubt his sincerity, only his belief that the past 
always holds the best solutions for present ills.
How should artists behave? How should we discuss art, 
build venues to show it in, tell people about it, try 
and support artists? There is no single answer: each 
situation demands a different solution. Perhaps, as 
we are hit daily with dire economic news, what is 
needed is to remain sensitive to the details, those 
small  elements  in  the  art  world  that  cumulatively 
exert their own pressures on the ways in which people 
behave  or  relate  to  the  making  of  art.  As  Raban 
writes, ‘we are necessarily dependent on surfaces and 
appearances a great deal of the time, and […] it is 
to surfaces that we must learn to attend with greater 
sympathy and seriousness.’18 It depends on whether we 
wish, one day, to find ourselves contentedly walking 
to  dinner  each  evening  ‘smartly  dressed,  well-
groomed, relaxed, friendly, polite and in complete 
control’.
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1975, p.647 �Gregor  Muir, Lucky Kunst: The Rise and 
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World, Granta, London, 2008, p.17611 �Nina Power, ‘The 
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14 �Henry  Lydiate,  ‘Ways  of  Working’,  an  interview 
with Eduardo Paolozzi, Marlee Robinson, John Hoyland 
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Speaks the Poetics of CONCRETE POETRY and Documenting 
the Work of FALKE PISANO’, Dot Dot Dot, 17, winter 
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2.

Deepening the Dish in the City of Broad Shoulders

Staring upward into Anish Kapoor’s queasily municipal 
Bean, we begin to wonder whether we’re getting our 
point across.
In Chicago, as was the case in Pittsburgh, the Q & A 
following our presentation quickly devolves into the 
bitter battles of institutional politics. The plight 
of the adjunct professor, the exclusionary expense of 
art school tuition, the meddling of administrators – 
while all concerns worth having – miss the point of 
what we’ve been trying to mean when we talk about 
arts education.
Some seem to think we’ve come to offer up BHQFU as a 
singular  sweeping  solution  for  all  that  ails  our 
educational  institutions.  No.  We  aren’t.  We’re 
arguing for the shriveling down of institutionalized 
arts education.
Generally, we get one angry professor. It’s a pattern 
of performed criticality, and while we’re happy to 
contend with criticism and adapt what we’re doing as 
we go along, the redundancy of their positions is 
making it more apparent to us what annoys us so much 
about the art education industry:
Homogeneity.
“Do we want our nation’s artists to have all been 
funneled through an increasingly regulated system of 
sameness  or  do  we  want  our  artists  to  be  more 
different from each other so that they can offer us 
more ways of seeing the world?”
We need difference. It’s what keeps art interesting, 
that we can stretch our divergence from one another, 
push its bounds, yet find our humanity at the end of 
each fingertip. Art has the capacity to limber our 
empathy.
And the academy, for all the valiant attempts made by 
professors with their minds in the right places, is 
treadmilling what it means to be an artist. Fifty 
years ago no one thought an artist needed an MFA to 
call herself an artist. But we’re becoming a society 
of credentials. Artists in their twenties worry how 
to format their resumes.
And  what  good  has  the  professionalization  of  the 
artist done? Do we have unions? Do we have health 



care? Do we have tax incentives? Are we considered to 
be  a  more  critical  part  of  American  society?  Not 
really.  Our  strength  is  in  what  remains  of  our 
willingness to challenge normalization.

http://teach4amerika.org/blog/deepening-the-dish-in-
the-city-of-broad-shoulders



3.

What’s wrong with ‘professionalization’?

Lurking within recent commentaries on ‘the big group 
shows’ one finds no uncertain antipathy to the idea 
of ‘professionalization’ in the visual arts. Most of 
the time, this gets written up as back-handed swat at 
art schools and the credentials they offer, the MFA 
and, now increasingly, the PhD. Holland Cotter did it 
in that same piece on ‘generations’ I mentioned last 
week. Here’s the offending passage:
A scan of the catalog’s biographies confirms that, 
almost without exception, the artists in the show are 
products of art schools, as often as not intensely 
professionalized, canon-driven environments. This may 
help explain why so much of the work on view comes 
with art historical references and borrowings, tweaks 
on tweaks on tweaks so intricate and numerous as to 
defy listing.
And Michael Kimmelman can’t resist a similar swipe in 
his  recent  and  rather  sonambulant  review  of  the 
Venice Biennale:
If any show can be said to reflect a larger state of 
affairs  in  art  now,  this  one  suggests  a  somewhat 
dull,  deflated  contemporary  art  world, 
professionalized to a fault, in search of a fresh 
consensus.  It  has  prompted  the  predictable  cooing 
from  wishful  insiders,  burbling  vaguely  about  new 
found introspection and gravity.
What,  I  have  to  ask,  is  wrong  with 
professionalization? What are we really criticizing 
when we deride the graduates of MFA and PhD programs 
for nothing more than simply having done what one 
would expect them to do, which is to go and learn 
about the enterprise in which they are interested? I 
suspect that lurking behind such statements lies a 
romanticized  and  outmoded  notion  of  the  artistic 
subject �which is to say, of the kind of subjectivity 
(autodidactic, at odds with decorum and the status 
quo,  sometimes  tortured,  often  difficult,  always 
independent �i.e.  an ideal of bourgeois bohemianism) 
that  continues  to  cling  to  the  definition  of  the 
“artist” today like some itchy fungus.
No  doubt  some  answers  are  to  be  found  in  James 
Elkins’  recent  editorial  enterprise,  Artists  With 



PhDs: On the New Doctoral Degree in Studio Art (New 
Academia  Press,  2009).  I  have  not  read  this 
collection  of  essays  and  examples  of  artists’  PhD 
theses, but I imagine it will be necessary if we want 
to get at the difference (if we allow that there is 
one)  between  ‘professionalization’  and 
‘academicization’.
To turn back to charges of ‘professionalism’, what is 
the  merit  of  it  to  begin  with?  Is  the  ‘amateur’ 
really, demonstrably, more favorable than the pro? 
Isn’t the former simply another iteration of our own 
lurking romanticism? (Or worse, is it of a piece with 
the  rampant  and  poisonous  anti-elitism  that  we 
witness nearly everywhere today?) I hesitate here to 
make  a  comparison  to  the  sciences. 
Professionalization  in  such  fields  as  biology  and 
physics may have resulted in certain institutional 
inefficiencies,  in  misguided  research  programs  and 
even,  in  some  instances,  in  a  kind  of  sanctioned 
alienation from ‘reality’. But no one is calling for 
a wholesale return to the days of ‘tabletop science’, 
when  experimentation  could  be  characterized  as 
‘gentleman’s tinkering’. The era of big science, of 
the  Large  Hadron  Collider  and  the  Hubble  Space 
Telescope,  has  wrought  a  reality  that  the  amateur 
tinkerer could only dream of. Perhaps the rise of the 
PhD will usher in its own era of ‘big art’ (and I’m 
not thinking of Jeff Koons here), one of a scale and 
an ambition of which we can as yet only dream.

http://www.artworldsalon.com/blog/2009/06/whats-
wrong-with-professionalization/



4.

Alternative exhibition spaces, alternative futures

Alternative  spaces  were  born  and  have  survived 
because of the need felt by artists to take control 
of their own work, their own lives. In the ’90s, this 
mandate will force artists’ organizations onto the 
front  lines  of  other  struggles  as  well.  Make  no 
mistake: Congress’s recent attempt to censor the arts 
is  not  primarily  about  art;  it  is  about  the 
imposition  of  a  single,  unified  culture  by  a 
(European male conservative) minority onto the entire 
country. They are simply coming after artists first. 
Artists’ organizations can stay on the front line in 
this struggle or they can be overrun �  there is no 
other  option.  If  alternative  spaces  are  to  be 
maintained only out of inertia or out of nostalgia 
for  the  ’60s  and  ’70s  (as  the  only  surviving 
institutions of the counterculture), then they are 
not worth the effort. If, on the other hand, artists’ 
organizations engage with contemporary artistic and 
social concerns, if they serve contemporary artists’ 
needs, media, and goals, and if they make possible a 
reimagining of society and human life that neither 
the right wing’s unified culture nor the art world’s 
museum culture is capable of, then their survival is 
indeed crucial, not only to the art world but to the 
wider society as well.
A  number  of  important  questions  about  artists’ 
organizations have been raised in the last decade. 
Among them are: 1) does the institutionalization of 
these  organizations  contradict  their  “alternative” 
mission? 2) what are the prospects for funding truly 
alternative organizations, given the current social 
and political climate? 3) are the original ideals of 
the movement still relevant and maintainable today 
(do the words “experimental,” “cutting-edge,” “risk-
taking,”  and  “opportunity  to  fail”  still  mean 
something,  or  are  they  just  marketing  and 
grantwriting  catchwords)?  And  4)  is  the  movement 
destined  to  serve  merely  as  a  farm  system  for 
commercial  galleries  and  larger  artworld 
institutions?
These themes have a common thread: they all question 
whether  the  original  model  according  to  which 



artists’ organizations were constructed can or should 
accommodate differences between society and the art 
world, differences that are themselves different from 
those  that  reigned  during  the  movement’s  founding 
era. Are we nostalgic or realistic when we talk about 
the  necessity  for  survival?  At  each  symposium,  in 
every article on artists’ organizations, the comment 
is made that we never know how much longer we can 
depend  on  public  funding;  that  question  is  more 
pressing  today  than  it  has  ever  been.  And  each 
symposium and every article has demanded that we find 
viable alternative funding sources. Most of us have 
still not found them. What can we do to bring our 
institutions into creative confrontation with these 
ongoing problems, with current social factors, and 
with contemporary artists?
We  can  recognize  that  we  are  now  and  have  been 
(whether we like it or not) deeply political, and 
with  that  awareness  we  can  better  act  as  an 
opposition  force  within  society  rather  than  a 
counterculture that pretends to live outside it. If 
there are no new funding sources, then we must find 
effective ways to lobby the old ones so that they 
respond to our needs and recognize our value. We can 
confront cultural differences and biases in our own 
curating and criticism and make our audiences aware 
of cultural multiplicity. We can constantly refocus 
ourselves  on  art  and  artists,  not  exhibition 
schedules or grants or maintenance or the other hard 
facts  of  our  daily  lives.  We  can  reject  the 
persisting myth of the eccentric, bohemian artist who 
can’t be trusted in positions of responsibility. We 
can confront the reality of our institutionalization 
and  critically  examine  its  consequences.  We  can 
educate  our  audiences,  the  mainstream  media,  and 
politicians about the importance of art (in an era 
when sympathetic legislators and newspaper columnists 
can agree with even a fragment of what the radical 
Right says about art and public support of the arts, 
this is possibly the most important thing for us to 
do).
I have, in recent years taken to repeating a remark 
made by Ad Reinhardt that “art is not the spiritual 
side of business.” Sadly, for the dominant culture 
art is precisely that �the  leisure zone set apart from 



the  main  business  of  society.  We  can’t  allow 
ourselves  to  end  up  with  only  the  sterile  choice 
between a commodity culture and a leisure culture; as 
the constituents of those institutions most directly 
concerned  with  the  everyday  business  of  creating 
living culture, we must assert ourselves, become the 
pests who will insist over and over again that Jesse 
Helms,  Richard  Armey,  and  company  haven’t  a  clue 
about what art and culture are, and neither do the 
politicians  and  journalists  and  administrators  who 
have made nothing but half-hearted attempts to oppose 
the  radical  Right.  Only  artists  and  artists’ 
organizations  themselves  can  effectively  state  the 
case for contemporary art and artists. Librarians and 
other groups have effectively lobbied both for public 
funding and against censorship of literature. We need 
to learn from them in our struggle to reverse the 
currently dominant view that withholding funding is 
not censorship.
The  government  serves  its  own  and  the  public’s 
interest by funding art, libraries, and education, 
and  in  each  case  governmental  meddling  with  the 
content of art, books, and classes is forbidden by 
the First Amendment. The conservative revolution of 
the Reagan era is now bearing its fruit in censorship 
and the threat of censorship, and in the reluctance 
of  corporations  and  other  private  institutions  to 
engage  difficult  issues,  challenging  art,  and 
contentious  artists.  This  conservative  bent  is  a 
problem for all arts groups, regardless of their own 
political  position,  but  it  also  can  be  an 
opportunity.  Against  rigid  definitions  of  art  and 
culture, and a homogenous, distorted view of what is 
actually a multiple, varied society, we can propose 
alternatives that will seem vital and exciting, that 
will take into account the real lives and needs and 
variety of contemporary social experience.
The Washington Project for the Arts’ decision in 1989 
to present the Robert Mapplethorpe exhibit after the 
Corcoran  had  suppressed  it  was  exactly  right:  we 
can’t  let  conservatives  scare  us  into  submission 
through  self-censorship �  we  have  to  go  on  the 
offensive. I was astonished to discover that several 
arts groups around the country have objected recently 
to the use of the word “dissent” in the title of a 



national series of arts events. On the contrary, we 
have to embrace dissent or we will lose the right to 
dissent, silenced by a single, unified culture that 
demands  assent  from  everyone.  And  we  must  realize 
that our engagement with politics is broadly based, 
that  “artists’  issues”  include  a  broad  range  of 
social issues. Artists’ organizations have been in 
the  forefront  of  AIDS  activism  and  have  felt  the 
burden of the epidemic �  and now arts groups are being 
red-lined  by  insurance  companies  because  they  are 
considered a high-risk group. Many alternative spaces 
cannot afford health insurance; we have to make that 
situation better, not allow the insurance companies 
to make it worse. The solution is political action, a 
lesson  that  can  be  learned  from  the  success  of 
Artists for Tax Equity. Our best chance to overcome 
the contemporary problems of real estate and rental 
prices,  salaries  for  those  working  in  artists’ 
organizations,  and  the  decline  in  governmental 
funding is to go on the offensive, to set the agenda 
rather than allow others inside or outside the art 
world to impose it on us.
We  need  to  continually  remind  ourselves  that  our 
purpose is to make a clearing in which artists can 
work and grow. Twenty years after the birth of the 
alternative-space movement, there are still artists 
whose  work  can’t  (or  won’t)  be  accommodated  by 
museums  or  commercial  galleries.  There  are  still 
artists  who  haven’t  adopted  the  “career  goals” 
encouraged by those institutions. Artists still need 
to  show  their  work,  to  have  it  written  about 
honestly,  and  to  become  part  of  the  political 
dialogue, whether or not they meet (or accept) the 
criteria for “professional artist” status determined 
by grantors and institutions. The phrase “a place to 
fail” refers to this need for a place to show in 
public. Now more than ever, there is the need for 
artists’ organizations, but we must look at artists 
and their needs at present, rather than at the time 
of our organizations’ founding. The alternative arts 
movement  is  based  on  the  model  of  art  as 
communication rather than artifact, emphasizing the 
need for public venues for and public discourse about 
art. It is that communication model that is at the 
core of our mission �  beyond it, there is no single 



model for the structure of our organizations, nor a 
single notion of art.
Artists’  needs  today  may  not  be  met  by  the  same 
strategies, ideologies, and attitudes that prevailed 
at the time of the movement’s inception. The notion 
that  alternative  arts  spaces  represent  a 
counterculture, separate from and in an antagonistic 
relationship with the general culture is part of the 
myth of artists’ organizations, one that has nothing 
to do with contemporary social reality. For artists’ 
organizations to effectively serve artists, they need 
to conceive of themselves as an oppositional movement 
within  contemporary  culture,  not  a  counterculture 
outside  it.  Only  by  working  with  institutions  and 
audiences  can  alternative  spaces  provide  a  truly 
alternative, living form of culture. And only through 
engagement  with  social  institutions  can  artists’ 
organizations  manipulate,  adapt,  and  creatively 
misuse  the  programs,  bureaucracies,  and  political 
discourses of the current world. At the same time, we 
need not and must not become a mirror of contemporary 
society. Artists may best affect society by providing 
an enclave of multiculturalism or cultural democracy 
that  openly  challenges  the  dominant  forms  of 
misrecognition  that  deny  the  multiplicity  of  the 
country and the world.
Some  artists’  organizations  are  meeting  social 
questions  head  on �by  working  with  inner-city 
children, the homeless, low income people, and people 
of color in ways that empower those groups rather 
than patronize them. Other groups are recognizing the 
multiplicity  of  their  neighborhoods,  their  current 
and potential audiences. I do not mean that artists 
should pander to audiences in order to get funds for 
projects  they  “really  want  to  do.”  Artists’ 
organizations  instead  must  educate  their  audiences 
about  what  they  do.  They  need  to  demonstrate  the 
power of art.
I have heard at least two arts administrators, one 
from  an  ICA-type  organization  and  one  from  an 
alternative space, declare recently that artists will 
never  organize  themselves  politically  or  lobby  on 
their own behalf, even at a local level; that artists 
are necessary, wonderful, difficult, and unreliable. 
If we continue to view artists as exploitable, child-



like tinkerers, we will certainly have abdicated the 
real  role  of  the  artists’  organization.  We  cannot 
allow even a vestige of this patronizing stereotype 
to enter our organizations through the perceptions of 
our  administrators.  The  artists’  organization  also 
must take into account that there is neither one art 
world  nor  one  community  of  artists:  there  are 
multiple, disunified art worlds and communities of 
artists, as well as different standards of “quality.” 
We  have  to  be  open  to  differences  among  the 
communities  that  are  served,  particularly  the 
differing  ethnic,  racial,  and  sexual  communities, 
none of which are themselves unified and monolithic.
Artists’  organizations  must  also  continue  to 
reevaluate  their  role  in  certifying  or  validating 
artists and artistic practices. That is, we cannot 
allow ourselves to be the gatekeepers, winnowers, or 
scouts  who  do  advance  screening  for  museums  and 
commercial galleries. We must reject the notion of a 
contemporary canon, subvert the market structure, and 
remain open to new participants �the  anarchists, the 
outsiders, the young and untried. We have to remain 
an open forum in which all these groups can engage in 
a meaningful discourse in and on art. Key problems 
for  the  ’90s  are  professionalization  and 
institutionalization: are we heading for a time when 
you can (and therefore must) get an MA or MFA (or 
more  probably  an  MBA)  in  alternative-space 
management, and thereafter expect a lifetime career 
in The Field? Are we inevitably bound for the kind of 
institutionalization  mandated  by  the  funding 
organizations to whom we are answerable?
Professionalization is rampant in the art world and 
related  fields  and  is  a  sign  of  the  kind  of 
institutionalization  that  distances  administrators 
from  artists.  Artists’  organizations  also  have  to 
confront constantly the dual problems of burn-out and 
continuity. How can we keep anyone, artist or “arts 
administrator,”  in  an  administrative  position  that 
demands almost selfless commitment to noble goals at 
great personal and financial sacrifice? And after the 
visionary founders are no longer around, there is a 
problem of succession and legitimacy that accelerates 
institutionalization  and  separates  administrators 
from artists.



There is no one solution for professionalization and 
the isolation of staff from artists, but the key will 
be to prevent the organization from serving solely in 
the interests of its own board or its own continued 
existence rather than the artists that alternative 
spaces  were  created  for  and  by.  We  have  to  stop 
letting  structure  determine  function  and  turn  the 
equation around. Institutionalization itself is not 
the problem. Rather, it is the strategies by which we 
create our institutions and which in turn determine 
our character and our ability to fulfill our role. 
Older, non-institutional models like the anarchistic 
co-op and guerrilla art spaces, the floating museums 
and  artist-organized  shows  in  loan  spaces  still 
function  effectively  in  many  cities  without  ever 
becoming  institutionalized:  these  may  be  the  only 
groups  still  capable  of  living  up  to  the  ’70s 
idealism in which artists’ organizations were born. 
But those models do not suit organizations with other 
missions.
On the other hand, the prediction of 10 years ago 
that artists’ organizations would buy property and 
become  landlords  to  solve  their  space  and  money 
problems (without it affecting their character and 
mission) sounds naïve now to most of us. The capital-
intensive nature of such enterprises can reroute an 
artist’s  space  into  the  heart  of  the 
“institutionalization problem.” Many of us are more 
effective in our mission if we adopt strategies that 
are less capital-intensive, putting as much of our 
resources as possible into artists’ programs or into 
the hands of artists. The key, however, is not to 
assume  that  one  or  another  kind  of  structure  is 
necessary, but to consciously adopt strategies that 
do not alienate institutions from artists.
To  take  advantage  of  our  strengths,  we  must  also 
explore any means of cooperation that will extend the 
reach  and  stability  of  artists’  organizations 
collectively  and  singly.  Our  building  or  space 
strategies,  as  well  as  many  other  aspects  of 
alternative spaces, must consider possibilities for 
cooperation  among  artists’  organizations,  as  many 
groups  of  organizations  are  doing.  We  may  only 
survive  as  a  movement  if  we  join  together  in  a 
supportive community.



We must take advantage not only of new technologies 
but  of  new  marketing  tools  as  well,  specifically 
those used by small, decentralized enterprises with 
specific target markets. Magazines with readerships 
once considered negligible are now thriving because 
they  appeal  to  an  audience  they  can  identify 
specifically and reach effectively. Some alternative 
spaces  are  exploiting  video’s  potential  for 
decentralization.  We  can’t  remain  tied  to  the  old 
gallery model, showing work to the same audiences in 
the same ways: this was the model alternative spaces 
once  rejected  and  cannot  afford  to  return  to.  We 
won’t reach and educate and inspire new audiences by 
imitating museums or mainstream magazines. We need to 
develop our own means but also watch carefully the 
marketing techniques of the decentralized segments of 
the non-profit world, not to imitate them but to free 
ourselves from slavish imitation of art world method 
that either ignore or pander to a broad public.
To allow artists’ organizations to die or ossify into 
unresponsive institutions would be to surrender to 
the central institutions and their artworld agents, 
the professional curators, managers, and fundraisers. 
Are  we  still  working  to  throw  out  the  canon  and 
energize society, encourage disrespect, recreate art 
anew: are we open to new alternatives, new agendas, 
new media? Can we exploit wit, our outrage, and our 
outrageousness,  those  qualities  that  differentiate 
alternative spaces from museums, to reach and hold 
audiences?  We  can  only  avoid  becoming 
compartmentalized as R&D for the “real” art world by 
exploiting our understanding of the real needs and 
importance of artists and by lobbying for ourselves 
instead of letting the big boys do it for us, by 
organizing  coalitions  and  supporting  the 
organizations  that  already  exist  (NAAO,  NAMAC, 
lobbying groups like the American Arts Alliance, as 
well as more specifically defined groups like Artists 
for  Tax  Equity  and  the  Alliance  for  Cultural 
Democracy).
We will only maintain the multiplicity and diversity 
in culture that is and has always been the motivating 
ideal of the alternative arts movement if we organize 
ourselves into an opposition movement that can create 
a clearing within contemporary society in which the 



alternatives, the multiple and diverse cultures and 
visions, can grow. We can only survive as a community 
if we insist on decentralization, respect voices at 
the  periphery,  and  produce  communication  between 
artists at the margins of society and the multiple 
communities of the society as a whole.

http://www.artdesigncafe.com/Alternative-exhibition-
spaces-Glenn-Harper



5.

We are not professionals

“We are not professionals” but this does not mean 
that  we  are  incompetent,  unskillful  or  clumsy.  It 
does  not  mean  that  we  are  hobbyists  or  ‘Sunday 
painters’. We are not professionals, because we are 
not  in  the  business  of  packaging,  distributing, 
selling, and buying. If being a pro is about making 
money in exchange for a product or a service, being 
an amateur is about passion in pursuit of pleasure.
Many artists[1] have suggested that professionalized 
sex  is  comparable  to  professionalized  art.  The 
intersecting  domains  of  a  restricted  economy  [the 
economy of buying and selling] and a general economy 
[the economy of desire] outlines an unworkable unity 
as an impossible marriage[2]. It is an impossibility 
because,  first,  business  wants  to  control  and 
restrict  any  flows  by  subsuming  it  under  market 
rules,  while  desire  can  only  exist  uninterrupted, 
freely flowing and undisciplined. Second, as opposed 
to a restricted economic order, in a general economy 
the more you spend the richer you get, the more you 
invest the less debt you own.
For example, a sex worker makes love in exchange for 
money but s/he does not love for money. A lover is, 
on the contrary, a total amateur; capital does not 
signify anything as being in love is about sexual 
attraction, sensuality, and the sensibility of the 
other. One has to simply love in order to have love 
and no other condition is necessary to fulfill its 
requirements as there is no accumulation of love, it 
happens when it is spent. In this regard, when a sex 
worker  loves,  s/he  has  to  give  up  earning  money 
through  the  act  of  sex  and  become  an  amateur  by 
rejecting his/her professionalism for a time.
A lover can be silly, outraged, confused, paralyzed, 
and obsessed. Conversely, a professional, an ideal 
type[3], has to conduct their work by specific rules 
of conduct, which are established according to the 
notion of a restricted economy defined externally by 
institutionalized  frameworks.  Professionalization 
requires  specific  subjectivation  processes  to 
accomplish  the  job’s  requirements  beyond  just 
learning  the  secrets  of  the  trade.  This  specific 



disciplining of the body functions as a performative 
re-positioning according to institutional structures. 
Repetitive training aims to transform the whole body. 
Once the body learns how to function, everything is 
exercised  automatically.  Professionalization  is  a 
total pursuit including how the words are uttered, 
discourses are developed and behavioral patterns are 
shaped.  In  short,  a  profession  is  an 
institutionalized practice, which produces forms and 
structures, therefore value.
Here I need to make a clear distinction: we should 
not  confuse  performativity  with  theatrical 
performance. Theatricality implies that there is a 
stage, back stage, an audience, an outside, a real 
life beyond the visible. Stage analogy is based on 
the  concept  of  a  social  sphere  composed  of 
visible/invisible and real/unreal. Contrary to these 
binary  oppositions,  professionalization  aims  for  a 
complete overhauling of life, no hidden domain exists 
beyond the visible and the performative presence is 
reality. Becoming a pro is the process of constantly 
reformatting, reconditioning, and reshaping the body. 
A professional, such as a lawyer, doctor, firefighter 
or architect is defined according to its rules of 
conduct in addition to social cultural dispositions 
associated to the job. The exceptions to jobs overall 
requirements can only exist as variations tolerated 
by the practice itself[4].
My  aim  here  is  not  to  discredit  professionalism; 
there is nothing wrong with selling services. In one 
way or another we all have to work and are subjected 
to external power dynamics exercised directly on our 
bodies.  Our  question  needs  to  be  specifically 
reformulated in regard to the constitutive potentials 
of  the  artistic  field.  The  question  is  the  most 
general one; is it still possible to seek a “line of 
escape”? From elementary school to university, from 
hospital to courthouse, from factory to prison, our 
bodies  are  disciplined  by  series  of  discursive 
configurations[5]. If the total subsumption of life 
under  a  capitalist  order  is  indicative  of  recent 
restructuring of societies, how can an alternative 
model work without being destined to failure? One can 
only hope that art has the potential to cut through 
pre-defined class dispositions and to raise diverse 



questions.
However,  let’s  start  once  again,  “we  are  not 
professionals”; this does not mean that we are naive. 
It is apparent that art plays a major role in the 
justification  of  the  re-feudalization  of  society. 
 Artists, curators and dealers position themselves so 
that they can engage with the wealthy and powerful 
few situated at the top of the food chain. Artists 
make appearances at art fairs and engage with their 
collectors. These events are staged by and for those 
who can collect, store, and benefit from this closed 
circuit.  When  collectors  become  part  of  the 
intellectual dialogue the nature of the production is 
subsumed under a capitalist re-valuation process. But 
our difficulty is not the artists who are selling out 
to  this  “system”.  We  have  to  understand  that  any 
attack on “selling artists” are made on relatively 
moral grounds, similar to society’s disapproval of 
sex workers. This kind of attack is week and dilutes 
the  real  structural  inequalities  in  societies. 
Limiting our argument only to the supply-side, hides 
the  real  mechanisms  of  the  whole  construction  of 
demand and supply as a system.
“We  are  not  professionals”  is  a  rejection  of  the 
models  that  are  presented  by  the  neo-liberal 
institutional system, in which education plays a big 
part  in  producing  required  mobile  exploitable 
subjectivities.  Many  art  programs  produce 
artist/curator  types  who  are  mute,  reserved  and 
presentable  radicals.  Since  these  programs  are 
considered and function more like launching pads for 
commercial  enterprises,  artists  are  becoming 
extremely  cautious,  politically  correct  and 
relatively well behaved.
In  addition  to  the  rejection  of  capitalist 
circulation and the re-evaluation process, we need to 
be aware of the fact that culture is increasingly 
dominated mostly by the Anglo-Saxon model of cultural 
institutions. In this regard, “An Artist Who Cannot 
Speak English Is No Artist", a conceptual piece by 
Mladen  Stilinovi �,  highlights  the  art  world’s 
inability to cope with a truly multi-cultural world. 
Stilinovi �  asserts that in order to function in the 
contemporary  art  scene  an  artist  must  circulate 
within an international arena by utilizing commonly 



excepted norms and when s/he fails to do so they are 
ignored.  Stilinovi �’s  critique  is  particularly 
poignant,  as  it  also  highlights  the  art  world’s 
inability to see beyond a discursive articulation of 
art. If an artist cannot speak English, they cannot 
apply  to  exhibitions,  funding  and  correspond  with 
curators and so on. Obviously artistic expression is 
not bound by the use of language but it is clear that 
the ability to function within institutional circles 
depends on this specific professional articulation. 
If an artist does not fit to “western standards”, 
s/he will not be recognized as an artist and this is 
why  most  non-western  artists  who  work  on  an 
international  level  are  actually  educated  within 
western educational systems.
Obviously there are many alternatives to conventional 
market-driven  art  fairs  and  establishments. 
Conferences,  symposia  and  meetings  are  important 
parts of artistic intellectual exchange as they serve 
a vital role in establishing new connections, forming 
collaborations  and  developing  new  ideas.  But  when 
these  meetings  become  another  venue  for  self-
promotion,  the  space  for  salient  engagement  is 
usually  hijacked  by  descriptive  Power  Point 
presentations composed of endless installation shots. 
Alongside  this,  we  usually  listen  to  an  artist 
speaking in English and justifying their work through 
various  typical  statements,  mostly  focusing  on 
particularly personal experiences, etc. This attitude 
is the exact opposite of artistic practice because 
art  requires  giving  up  clichés,  developing  new 
approaches, and being experimental.
Generally speaking, art dwells on impossibilities and 
is  an  infinite  oscillation  between  knowing,  not 
knowing,  understanding,  not  understanding,  meaning 
and non-meaning. Its constitutive powers come from 
the  playful  and  unpredictable  character  of  this 
ambiguity. When Arthub Asia curators Defne Ayas and 
Davide Quadrio proposed a performative symposium, it 
was a call to rethink the possibility of creating a 
new  form  of  engagement  between  different 
subjectivities  situated  all  over  the  world.  The 
outcome was for the most part refreshing and it was 
an active reevaluation of current conditions in the 
Asian  continent.  Giving  up  dominant  models  of 



presentations,  and  rethinking  the  performative 
aspects of artistic engagement was aligned with the 
experimental nature of our practice.
The  “performative  symposium”  provided  a  unique 
opportunity  to  develop  distinctive  forms  of 
engagement with each other’s work, something that we 
are  missing  in  conventional  cultural  institutions, 
art fairs and so on. Rethinking the exhibition space 
as an elementary school classroom asserted that we 
better have a stimulating connection with the world 
as  students.  A  classroom  setting  implies  a  direct 
power relationship between the school (institution) 
and the learning subjects and it has its problems as 
a model for alternative engagement. However, in order 
to develop a democratic encounter with one another it 
constituted an alternative public space, where the 
public could join an discuss the issues at hand.
The main issue addressed in the symposium was the 
possibility of“ the making of the new silk roads”. 
Curators put this forward as a territorial statement 
by  posing  a  series  of  questions  prior  to  the 
conference, which suggested that we imagine a terrain 
characterized by the condition for new possibilities. 
In  fact,  on  the  one  hand  the  lack  of  commercial 
support provides an opportunity as our expression is 
not  regulated  by  capitalist  circulation  and 
professionalized articulations, and as artists this 
forces us to operate solely as public intellectuals. 
On the other hand, we are all aware of the fact that 
Asia  is  full  of  semi-democratic  or  dictatorial 
governments defined by strict national borders, in 
direct  opposition  to  the  semi-fluidity  of  the 
original silk roads, and we are living in conditions 
where, for the most part, expression is mediated and 
extreme  power  is  exercised  on  citizens  of  the 
continent. In that respect “we are not professionals” 
is  a  declaration  that  we  will  proceed  with  our 
amateur desires and pursue our alternative interests. 
Instead of crying for commercial infrastructure and 
support, we need to activate alternative networks by 
utilizing  given  conditions  strategically  and 
efficiently.

[1]We can revisit two similarly conceived performance 
works; Marina Abramovic’s performance “Role Exchange” 



(1975), where she exchanged professional roles with 
an Amsterdam prostitute, working as a prostitute for 
four hours while the prostitute worked as an artist. 
In  Andrea  Fraser’s  “Untitled”  (2003)  an  American 
collector paid approximately $20,000 dollars to have 
sex  with  Fraser  in  a  hotel  room,  while  it  was 
recorded on video.
[2]  Derrida,  Jacques.  Writing  and  Difference. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978: 317
[3] Ideal type is a term used By Max Weber as a 
conceptual tool to comparatively measure the general 
principals of social phenomenal and it is completely 
fictional in nature. Ideal types are not to be found 
in reality as such. Here my aim is to use to show 
that the disciplines are generating the ideal types 
is order to sustain a common ethical denominator.
[4]  A  doctor,  a  lawyer  can  step  outside  of  the 
normative  frameworks  that  are  presented  by  the 
profession, yet they have to be extremely careful how 
they  conduct  this  transgression.  For  instance  a 
curator can not be a dealer at the same time.
[5]  Foucault,  Michel.  Discipline  and  Punish  :  The 
Birth  of  the  Prison.  2nd  Vintage  ed.  New  York: 
Vintage Books, 1995
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