Infrequently Asked Questions: An Introductory Statement from the  Symposium Moderator

( Robert Atkins

Let’s start with a pair of premises: That art is the most complex form of knowledge. Instead of regarding it simply as an expression of emotion or a vehicle of pleasure, let’s see it as a complex, left-and-right-brain-embracing form of awareness involving soma and psyche, sense and intellect. It is this engagement of all of our apprehending faculties—our ways of taking in and making sense of the world—that accounts for art’s richness (and its ability to function as instructional tool or lens for teaching entire primary and secondary school curriculum.) 

The second premise:  That we are in the midst of a paradigm shift in consciousness perhaps unequalled since Gutenberg’s time. Recent digital developments are at the heart of this epochal moment in human history. Their reach can be symbolized by the replacement of the Encyclopedia—the Enlightenment-era emblem of democratically-distributed knowledge—with the democratically-produced Wikipedia and the unanticipated emergence of Twitter as both the most comprehensive source of environmental-sensitivity data in real time and an instrument of progressive political change in Teheran. This explosively expanded universe of “information” and its unintended consequences has destabilized nearly every sphere of human activity, requiring formerly unimaginable responses from institutions and individuals.

The implications of these premises are difficult to overestimate: disciplinary categories and habitual ways of thinking have broken—or are breaking—down. Within the realm of our discipline (and symposium), these matters range from the character of the ceramic artwork (craft versus art object, “useful” versus non-utilitarian) to its presentation in a celebrity-obsessed era of financially-strapped museums, galleries and publications. At the same time, the critic’s working conditions deteriorate as print publications fold and blogging “opportunities” provide minimal pay for appearing on websites where visitors are polled to determine the popularity of everything. (I suspect that new commercial models for blogging will soon develop, but perhaps only for those disciplines regarded as relevant by contemporary culture.)

Apart from the recent emergence of the blog—which shares plenty with artists’ publications starting with the “Little Magazines” of the early 20th century—all of these issues were troublingly apparent when I began writing three decades ago. Are they irresolvable? Are we insufficiently attuned to the twenty-first century “New Normal,” which makes transparent our professional (and ethical) modus operandi? Are we insensitive to the current contexts in which art and ceramics and writing about them operate? And does all of this require the modification or reformulation of seemingly intractable concerns? In other words, are the most relevant and productive questions being asked? Are we thinking broadly—and deeply—enough?

One rarely stated, but taken-for-granted view is that integration of the universes of ceramic and non-ceramic art represents a rise in “status” for the former. A five-page press release I received this week announcing the five short-listed artists for Canada’s Sobey Art Award, however, gives one pause. I quote its over-determined description of the art of four of them in their entirety because their abbreviation is puzzling alongside a similar amount of data devoted to trivia such as the “prominent blogs” for which some of these multi-taskers have written.  

One of the artists works, the release states, “in printed matter, critical writing, and curation” with a “focus on sculptural video installation,” a second’s works “address post-colonialism and question identity in globalized cultures,” and a third “uses obsolete technologies to present written, pictorial and cinematic narratives centering on the practices of drawing and collecting.” Only the sentence evoking Brendan Lee Satish Tang’s ceramic artworks—ironic in this context--conjures a mental picture of his “hybrid ceramic objects that combine meticulous craftsmanship, the ancient traditions of Chinese porcelain and French ormolu with motifs and forms from contemporary manga and techno-pop cultures.” Shouldn’t we assume that any writer of even modest ability would be able to write and choose to deploy such word pictures in order to describe a visual artwork, especially when it is the primary subject under consideration? 

In the face of the pretense and opacity of so much writing about art today, there may be advantages to occupying what can seem to be ceramic art’s “outsider” position, even if it only involves the self-conscious recognition of the nature of one’s own writing. (Perhaps no mean feat.) Or is it possible, after all, to even consider the use of such concepts as authenticity and mainstream today without placing ironic quotation marks around them? Or to apply them to writing devoted to an entire discipline?

What follows is a range of additional, sometimes unanswerable, questions I’d like to hear addressed during our time together at Critical Santa Fe. Your concerns are, of course, equally important. Please send a short list of them—two or two dozen—as soon as possible to  arosen@ucdavis.edu  They can relate to any aspect of art writing and (ceramic) art and will be posted on this site. Symposium presenters will use them to help identify and emphasize relevant “audience” concerns at symposium panels and discussions. They will also be addressed at the first panel discussion on Thursday morning, October 28. 

We need these responses from you to help ensure a vital and intellectually stimulating symposium animated by your voices and viewpoints. The cultivation of careful listening, thoughtful inquiry and openness to varied perspectives is likely to enrich and deepen our symposium experiences, both as individuals and as a group.  

Some questions:

· Is the use of the modifier ceramic in ceramic art—or any similar terminology such as feminist art or political art—explanatory or derogatory? 

· Should the term craft be used to refer to traditional (often Non-European) practices, rather than simply the material make-up of a work created from clay, glass, fiber or the like? 

· How much value is there in considering an artwork’s material or technique as the key to its character and meaning, beyond the special skills of a particular artist or the technical tradition from which s/he emerges? Why are paintings discussed nearly exclusively in terms of their imagery? (Only painter John Currin seems to use sufficiently unorthodox techniques and materials to warrant extensive commentary about them from critics.) 

· Why have curators become so sexy over the past decade—as reflected in a proliferation of academic degree programs, awards and celebrity—while the status (and livelihood) of critics remains in free fall? Should there be more “professionalism” among critics? If so, what would this mean?

· What is criticism? What is critical thinking and writing? Why is the term criticism burdened with negative connotations?

· NCECA is devoted to education. What is the proper education of the (ceramic) artist? The place of theory in it? Should all students write and blog? What distinguishes a “crit” (or critique) in art school from an (oral) exam?

· Are new, advanced degrees like PhDs in studio art a validation of art’s seriousness and connection with other research-based disciplines? Or a way for educational institutions to increase revenue and erect a new barrier to entry for hiring?

· Is art too complex a system of knowledge to warrant explicit criteria or systems of evaluation or determinations of quality? If not, should the critic explicitly articulate her/his criteria?

· If the viewer completes the work—as explicitly stated by many conceptual artists—where does the critic stand? Is the age of the expert over? 

· Did the resemblances between some post-war abstract painting and ceramic works (for instance, by Jackson Pollock and Peter Voulkos respectively) provide a model for writing about artworks across disciplinary lines? That is, did they catalyze new approaches to either artist’s work? Did Voulkos’s work accrue celebrity or authority over time as it became more closely associated with Abstract Expressionism? 

· Can the history of ceramic art provide insights into dealing with non-Western traditions and multiculturalism in contemporary art?

· Should critics accept gifts of artworks from artists or dealer? Or write about artists whose work they own? Should publications establish ethical guidelines about these matters? (I have encountered one—or is it only one?—which does.) 

· Should art writers make disclosures about the above in reviews or essays? 

· Should dealers encourage a more probing and critical attitude in catalog essays they commission from critics?

· How central is advertising to editorial affairs at art publications, despite assertions of impregnable firewalls separating them?

· Should art publications feature more writing about conflicts of interest involving collectors, museum boards, exhibition committees and the like?

· Is there a distinction between the art world’s and Wall Street’s ethically out-of-bounds uses of insider information and preferential treatment to (financially) reward one client at the expense of another?

· And finally, art—of course—has many purposes. Do the (ceramic) art collectors who own exquisite and extravagantly pricey tea pots use them to make tea?

Welcome to Santa Fe!

