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The World
The art world really became a world following the collapse of
Eastern European communism from 1989 onwards. Biennials
sprouted in new markets across the globe, artists from Asia,
Africa and South America began to appear in major exhibitions
in significant numbers, contemporary art scenes evolved outside
the USA, Japan and Europe, and it became plausible to conceive
of the art world less as a constellation of fixed centres and more
as a series of flows from one locale to another, accompanied by
flocks of private jets. Yet lately, the comfortingly multicultural
scene that emerged has been subject to serious political and
economic stresses, which have already sufficiently disturbed that
world to have produced within it some very strange phenomena,
and which threaten to break it apart entirely.

‘Globalization'is, of course, a complex and much contested
term, but for our purposes it can be taken to mean the conse-
quences of the freer circulation of money, investment and goods
(but not, at least officially, of labour), and of the unequal inter-
national trade and legal agreements that regulated that freedom.
Space seemed to shrink as rapid travel became cheaper, and
especially through the wider availability of data communication
systems, phones and the Internet. In its much-publicized utopian
moment, the globe became a universal play-area for the rich and
for multinational capital. But globalization also encompasses
the multicultural slums of the world’s mega-cities; the trade in
human and animal bodies, and in pollution; the increasingly

- widespread ruination of the environment; and indentured or even
slave labour. So it encompasses the greatest freedom and the
_greatest oppression, each structurally bound to its opposite.

The emergence of globalization was also aligned with neolib-

eral politics and economics (this despite the nationalist rhetoric
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of the pioneering neocliberal governments — oi: Thatchgr. Reagan
and Pinochet — which was a mask for the I"rldl(,'al.t‘[‘OSlOl”l. of na-
tional economies and cultures). So globalization in prart caused,
and was accompanied by, the familiar effects o_'f neoliberal po-
litical and economic policies: the elevation of finance ;}nd serv-
ice economies over industry, rising inequality, the decline of the
labour movements, and the emergence of a large and structural
mass of the under- and unemployed.

Until recently, there were good reasons to think that the glo—‘
balization of the art world had its limits and did n.ot fully reflect
the general globalization of the economy. Tl?e domman(tg ()‘f F‘he
New York art scene was one factor here: while many artists V[I om
China, Brazil, South Africa, Russia and Cub‘g be;ame }'JT'O.I’I'?{]IlE‘HT,
many of them also ended up living and working in NewY:lnh._ A
The ‘USA, and New York in particular, dominated the bLlymg e—[nd
selling of contemporary art, and as a consequence much of the
language and terms of its reception.! —

In the last few years, however, there have been profound and
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auction prices achieved for Indian art between 2004 and 2008.2
Of the top ten auction prices for contemporary art in 2007-2008,
three went to Chinese artists — Cai Guo-Qiang, Zeng Fanzhi and
Liu Xiaodong. Data on the best prices achieved in first sales at
auction in 2007 (thus focusing on young artists) show that nearly
three-quarters of the top 50 are Chinese, and (in a sense, more
importantly) that over half their sales were made in China.’ As re-
markably, in the annual turnover of contemporary art at auction,
in 2007-2008, China came within a hair’s breadth of overtaking
the UK, for long the second-largest market. This development has
taken place with breathtaking rapidity. The comparative domi-
nance of the USA has declined, in line with its deeply troubled
economy and the decreasing global hold of its ideological model.
In the remarkable speculative fever that gripped the contempo-
rary art world in the last five years, the promise of globalization
was finally reflected in the market: successful artists could live
(at least for some of the time) in Havana, Mumbai or Beijing and
their works were purchased by domestic speculators and collec-
tors. Those who wished to follow the developments in that world
had to fly further and more often.

The longer-term globalization of the art world has in large
part been propagated by the rise of the biennial, Here, ideally at
least, the virtues of cultural hybridity and mobility are promoted
through works of art and acts of curation that should erode fixed
values and ideals, including national political attachments and
Enlightenment principles (given their haunting by colonialism,
the Holocaust and the Gulag). Indeed, there is suspicion of any
firm identification, lest it yield some abuse of the Other. Much
of the work shown at hiennials exploits the charge produced by
cultural splicing — socialist realism meets Disney, for instance,
though the examples could be effortlessly multiplied. The positive
message of the biennial, again ideally, gestures towards the emer-
gence, through the intermixing of cultures, of a global conscious-
ness in which all voices can be heard.

The hybrid art itself, like the spread of pigeons or rats, forces
the local species into narrow and insecure ecological niches. In its
shuffling of familiar post-conceptual devices and readily recog-
nizable national symbols and concerns into an endless parade
of novel combinations, it remains identi fied with its nation of
origin. Fredric Jameson’s well-known remarks about Third World
literature being condemned to appear as an allegory of nation
still applies to its art, but also to that of post-communist states,
and increasingly to the art of the ‘developed’ world, too, when it
is seized on by marketers for whom national identification is used
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may appear to cut against the ideals of hybridity, .hut it gelebrat‘es
thehbroadening ambit of neoliberal hybridity, the mduqtmn of
culture after culture into the realm of free exchange, where a new
set of cultural tokens becomes available for combination and
trade. .

That the process is far from complete was the peint of a work
by Antonio Muntadas for the Venice Biennale of 2005, entitled
Giardini: a double-sided lightbox, it showed on one face photo-
graphs of all the Biennale’s national pavilions, and on the reverse,
a list — rather extensive — of all of the nations that do not show
at Venice. There is, incidentally, a remarkable overlap between
Muntadas’list of absentees and another list of nations - those of
the ‘hottom billion’ as economically defined, of that part of the
‘developing world’ that does not develop.®

While the ideals of the biennial are politically liberal, they are
also economically neoliberal - the scepticism towards all ideals
that might establish barriers to global exchange, the denigratim}
of the national, and the implicit endorsement through lack qf cri-
tique of the ‘natural’ environment of the unfettered _markct. In its
conventional recommendation of these neoliberal virtues, the art
world celebrates as freedom all that is forced upon us.®

Since the cultural politics of the art world is in contradiction
with its economic basis (or to be more precise, the economics of
its production and consumption is in contradiction with the po-
litical outlook of the large majority of its viewers, if not owners),
these neoliberal virtues have to hide themselves, and this c:nmc_eal—

ment leads to a good deal of obfuscation in works of art, curating
and the literature that might otherwise elucidate them. \
There are, however, aspects of the art-world celebration of
globalization that, beyond the irreducibly contracli.ctory nature
of globalization itself, fend to undermine the idealism o[ the
biennial, and lead the viewer to critical thinking. There is the
familiar critique of the easily recognizable standard character
of ‘biennial art’, with its spectacular inflation of size, gestures
towards political themes, and fairground air - products of h.asty
overproduction and the courting of easy controversy. 'fherg is .the
paradox, analysed by Elena Filipovic, that while the biennial is
supposed to celebrate the local and the contingent, the standard
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international-style white cube continues to reign as the wrapping
in which the various products are affered.” There is the often-
transparent character of the biennial in boosting the fortunes of
some city or region in its efforts at gentrification, and in support-
ing — or even establishing - the local art market. The funding of
these necessarily expensive collections of shows produces further
visible instrumentalism which sits uneasily with the pure ideals
of the biennial, from sponsorship (branded rest areas, for exam-
ple) to the merchandizing of the event itself through the sale of
souvenir mugs and other knickknacks.

Above all, however, the lure and trap of money mocks the lib-
eral ideal of the biennial and the globalization of the art world in
general. A central aspect of neoliberalism is the rise of inequality,
with the long growth in the fortunes of the wealthy and especially
the super rich at the expense, not merely of the poorest, but of an
increasingly large section of wage earners, whose income has been
declining now for decades.® The art world is one arena for the
global super-rich elite to pursue their conspicuous expenditure.
Their increasingly extravagant ways of marking themselves out
from one another with gigantic yachts, private jets and helicop-
ters, and vast mansions are of a piece with the love a proportion
of them profess for art. As Joseph Bachstein, co-ordinator of the
Moscow Biennial, wrote of the rise of the Russian collector: ‘What
is a rich Russian? It means you must have an apartment in Mos-
cow, a Bentley, a dacha an Rublyovka, a house in London, a villa
in Sardinia, and a yacht. Then you must buy modern art.”

Sarah Thornton describes the hundred private jets that touch
down in Basel for the art fair, and the fine gradings of sociocul-
tural rankings for those jostling for pesition at Venice, where for
some dealers the poolside of the Cipriani is their informal of-
fice."* What is purchased through participation in the art world,
through collecting or patronage, is not merely or even primarily
things, but access to a certain social set, a type of quasi-intellec-
tual discourse, and a social cachet in which wealth is leavened
by high culture - this is Bourdieu in practice." That art which
has made personal interaction its metier merely formalizes this
arrangement by providing the global elite (already homogenized
through wealth and cosmopolitanism) with eccentric opportuni-
ties for socializing.

There is another kind of tie to money, which is relatively new
(and now endangered): art as a pure investment - especially as a
hedge against the downward movement of other types of invest-
ment. It is this development that explains art’s relative buoyancy
in the downturn, and why the situation in the art world seems a
litile less dire than, for example, in the British property market or
the US car market. There is generally a cast to owning art, which
performs less well in gaining value than stocks and shares, and
which is costly to insure, conserve and sell. That cost is part of
the basis for its social cachet. The contemporary art bubble of the

7. Eiena Filipovie, The
Global W Cube’, in:
Barbara Vanderlinden and
Elena Filipovic (eds.}, The
Manifesta Decade: D,
on Contemparary Art
Exrhib

ates

Srhibitions and Biennials
1 Post-Wall Europe

8. See David Har
History of Neg

{Oxford: Oxford
Press, 2005)

e Pokes Fun at
and Politicians',
¢ York Times,.10 Marc

10. Sarah Thornton, Seven
Days in the Art World
(London: Granta, 2008), 78,
224, chapters 3 and 7.

11. See Pierre Bourdieu




NOW IS THE TIME

Type of Investor in
Contemporary M
B rtation, University of
London (C
of Art}), 200
13. Marc Spiegler, Is the Art
Market “New Economy™’,
in: Margrie havemaker
and Mischa Rakier {eds.),
Right About Now: Art and
Theory Swmce the 1990z

Globalization 70

past five or so years changed that calculation, and instrumental
investors moved in. One result has been the rapid lionization of
young artists, since they offer the greatest opportunities for suc-
cessful speculation. There was a frenzy to be in on the investment
opportunity that the rising art market presented: during the run
of the PS1 exhibition ‘Greater New York’, in 2005, which showed
a large number of younger artists, those mentioned favourably in
the press had queues of potential huyers outside their studios the
following day.

The concerted manipulation of prices by hedge-fund trad-
ers, who have carefully chosen artists who they consider to be
undervalued (whose prices are comparatively low but are held in
prestigious collections and have a good critical reputation) have
caused rapid and spectacular rises in the prices of some artists —
Richard Prince being a model example.'? Small groups of dealers
and collectors also conspire to gather large amounts of an artist’s
work and drive up the price by bidding way over the odds for his
or her work at auction.'®

The art boom, now recognized as a bubble, has tended to
produce a particular kind of work: spectacular objects that serve
well as conversation pieces in the living rooms of billionaires.
The focus on money, prestige and celebrity is in tension with the
qualities of art that make it most valuable to that very elite, for
it should gesture towards the higher realm of autonomous action
and absolute, individual freedom, and not to the grubby world
of the bottom line. (Damien Hirst, in recent works, including his
notorious diamond-encrusted skull, almost makes this a theme.)
Thus art may be seen as a paragon of globalized culture, in which
the lingua franca is not American, and not even the English lan-
guage, but simply money.

The Break
The years of the art investment boom were also those of the ‘war
on terror’. While the excesses of the boom mocked the political
ideals of cultural globalization, the war on terror — summed up in
President Bush'’s position that you are either for us or against us -
was a more direct assault. On both sides, after all, this was a way
of dividing the world between terrorist and hero, religious fanatic
and true believer, those who love death and those who love life.
The invasions, kidnappings, beheadings, murders, torture, extra-
legal imprisonment and the bombing of civilians (whether with
home-made explosives or million-dollar missiles), much of it cap-
tured on photography and video for propaganda purposes, were
the products of that division as it fractured the globalized ideal.

Multiculturalism itself came under attack, and the drawbacks
as well as the virtues of hybrid mixing became evident. In the UK,
this was illustrated graphically with British-born suicide bomb-
ers, an event that helped to bring about a volte face in state policy
towards multiculturalism. There was a confrontation here with
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others who were truly other, who were uninterested in swapping
stories or recipes, and wanted only the death of apostates and

the destruction of their culture.! With that confrontation came a
widespread demonization of a hroad swath of culture and religion.

At the same time, ‘we’ also became unrecognizable in our fun-
damentalism. The USA and its allies behaved in ways that were
as alien to our purported values as were the acts of our enemies.
Did we really have our agents snatch people from streets to be
interned indefinitely in secret torture centres? Did we really im-
prison their children to extort information from prisoners? Even
the new administration, acting on the intelligence of the wherea-
bouts of some Al Qaida suspect, delivers a bomb to that location
by pilotless drone. How is that morally different from detonating
a truck bomb at a political parade?

In this, the (neo)liberal art world finds it hard to place itself: it
can comfortably attack US neoconservative fundamentalism as a
barrier to free flows of trade and culture, and does so often. More
rarely, it can register the full extent of Western brutality. Can it
also bring itself to attack Islamic fundamentalism? Or the broad-
er cultural and religious predilections that bring it into exist-
ence? To do so would clash with one of its core values — an ethical
respect for the ‘other’ that is the basis for free trade, free cultural
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exchange and even tourism. More fundamentally, the danger of
any oppositional art, of an art that speaks too clearly and with
too radical an intent, is that it takes on too clear a use, losing its
art-like character to become a part of the mundane world of poli-
tics and propaganda. In its celebration of individual autonomy,
art must never tie itsell to use, or must only do so in gestures that
are self-evidently futile or Quixotic.

Hence the hard-to-credit claims of artists, who on the face of
it appear manifestly political, and whose work appears to set out
to alter a political climate of opinion, such as Santigao Sierra and
Regina José Galindo, that their art is meant to have no palitical
effect. Hence, the continual playing up in contemporary politi-
cal video and photography of the mechanisms and rhetorie of
representation (for instance, in the work of Omer Fast), so that
thoughts about political content face continual interference from
those about how politics is represented.

As the boom and the war on terror coincided, the biennial, a
thermometer of art world climates, registered both, crazily. So the
phenomenon of the split biennial emerged, in which the formal
and the political were pushed up against each other without suf-
ficient reflection or mediation: signal examples here include Rob-
ert Storr’s Venice Biennale, and Roger Buergel and Ruth Noack’s
documenta 12 (both 2007). This was the high art reflection of the
fracturing of globalization - in broken and deeply split biennial
displays, which no longer seemed to function placidly as the mere
emanation of the aesthetic tastes and ideals of the curators, but
must also register, with acute discomfort, the political storm that
blows beyond their walls. Sometimes the decorative and the po-
litical met in bizarre works of political entertainment and specta-
cle. More often, the bewildered viewer, unenlightened by confused
curatorial justifications, moved from decorative abstraction and
knowing kitsch to large-scale displays of documentary photao-
graphic and video work that at least referred to the most hideous
and desperate human situations. In the worst cases, the political,

rgtment of and even tervor itself, was rendered aesthetic.'® Curatorial preten-
" sions to coherence were lost or wilfully abandoned. i
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The Crash
Plainly, since autumn 2008, things have changed again with the
growth of the global financial crisis, which has had a deep elfect
on the economy of art. Even in October 2008, contemporary art
sales in London were badly affected, with many lots bought in,
and others failing to meet their estimates — including works by
major artists such as Gerhard Richter and Takashi Murakami.
Buying has not ceased, and occasional signal prices are reached,
to much publicity, though rarely with contemporary works.
Recently, the number of contemporary art lots sold has halved,
as has their average price. Compared with the previous season,
the overall value of the auction market for contemporary art has
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fallen even further by over three-quarters.” Hedge fund traders
have been leaving the market. So the effect is already profound,
and we are, most likely, at the beginning of this recession.
T'have tried to come up with a visual illustration for the crisis, 2009
along the lines of those photographs of vast numbers of new cars
sitting unsold near their factories; here a bored and lonely art
dealer tries to amuse herselve with papers and a laptop at the Zoo
Art Fair in London last autumn.
It is too soon, of course, to say what will happen at this time
of unique economic trouble. Art at a time of recession tends to
become more innovative, as artists have to abandon the golden
umbilical cord in their attempts to rethink their identity, exploit
new technologies, and engage with issues that interest large num-
bers of people. ’
It may be that recession will lead, as it has done before, to
new modes of working in which collaboration, dematerializa-
tion and the side-stepping of the market gain some traction. In
a situation where the art world was split weirdly between an
engagement with politics and the (rarely overlapping) gilding of
the lives of the global elite, we may expect radical change when
one half of the structure is suddenly chopped away. One might
hope for a wave of work that is not only documentary but is also
fixed on new technologies of communication, and that engages
with its audience seriously in collaborative works of discourse,
that, in short, takes democratic values seriously. One might even
anticipate that biennials become more cogent reflections upon
the extraordinary conditions of the world (political, econorhic,
military and environmental) and the role that art plays in their
propagation and critique. Yet it may be that the art world as it is
currently constituted is unsuited to deliver such work, and that
only a recession that is deep and long enough to change the basis
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of its economics, and the very conception of what an art work and
an artist is, can change that. . -
We are, nevertheless, faced with two deep uncertam,tles:lﬁrst,
that the financial crisis is an unprecedented one — the first in the
post-Cold War era to have done what previous crisgs threatened
to do, and become global - and we have lno ide.a c)f: its length,
depth or true character. Second, that in its gnto]dmg, we haveﬂ ‘
little notion of the shape of the power relations that will emerge
in the world that follows: will this, for example, spell thc end of
US dominance, as many commentators have been warning fgr S0
long?'" And, if so, where will the new centres be, and \Vhap “."1,“ ??e
the concerns of those who govern them? In that new world, it may
be Europeans and North Americans wh_o.have to come to terms
with the invasion of dominant alien species.
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- Acting Out

in the City

Artistic Intervention as
Production of Public Space

Hou Hanru

Introduction
We are living in a time of urban spectacle. Contemporary art
projects, whether international biennials or urban-seale art events,
are an integral part of the rapid expansion of this spectacle,
Meanwhile, we are also witnessing a worldwide dramatic trend
of privatization, gentrification and social division: public spaces
are being increasingly reduced, while civil society and democracy
are under threat by the pressure of ‘liberal’ global capitalism. With
the complacence of various political powers, neoliberalism and its
economic counterpart, global capitalism, are becoming the ho-
mogenizing and even monopolizing model of economie, cultural
and social production and exchange. And as a consequence, their
impact on society and our public space is undeniable, While social
justice, equality and solidarity are being undermined; protest and
resistance against this dominant ideological and economic system
are being mounted from the bottom of society. A key element in
this confiict seems to be the deconstruction of a conception of the
public sphere as the physical, political and eultural guarantee for
democracy and social participation, in order to make way for a
new notion of public space and publicness.

How do these conflicting dynamics play out in our everyday
environments? In order to start to answer this question, T will try
to sketch the impact of globalization and global capital on the
transformation of our cities and sacieties by introducing some
recent examples from China. Furthermore, I would like to take a
closer look at some of the fundamental questions involved with
curating public art events by asking, for instance, how we can
understand this new notion of public space and its relation to
the private. How can artistic activities and public art events like




