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(Damien Hirst or Christine Borland compared to
Patterson or Turk), and implies that the term object
links things whose form is altered (Cornelia Parker
and Bill Woodrow) with things whose matter has
been entirely converted (Parker again and Ceal
Floyer). These blurred distinctions confound the
sense of object even within one artist’s corpus.
Where the idea of the object flickers with lucidity
here is, however, in an area that is no longer of great
originality; the objet trouvé has been around so long,
is so unrcflexively embedded now in contemporary
practice that here it is a case of kicking an old dog to
get it to bark. This cannot be the best way to locate
the contribution of young British artists to the radi-
calising of visual culture, since recent art production
has been messier, more energetic, more down at
heel and more improvised, than this resolved show
would suggest.

If the definition of the object is allowed endless
fluidity in the catalogue, ‘the object’s counterpart —
the independent mind, or subject — is no more than

Putting these generations of artists
uncritically alongside each other,
like forerunner and progeny,
allows each to misrepresent the
other by assuming that new art

is anticipated by the old whose
occluded meanings it reveals.

a springboard to another inventory of qualified
things. On what grounds is the curators’ assumption
that subject and object are in distinct realms based?
In the most rudimentary way there needs to be some
definition of how they think objects are recognised
or produced out of whatever is not an object, of the
extent that the existence of objects is dependent on
subjective categories. We need to know what object
and subject respectively bring to their meeting, and
from what subject positions the various artists them-
selves are working. From what disembodied subject
position are the curators speaking, for example? In
this text and exhibition we have jumped back over
ten years of work by artists and theoreticians who
claim distinction for the subject according to identi-
ty of gender and race. The challenge to this recent
hegemony of identity politics by younger artists in
Britain is important, but does not by itself legitimate
the immediate erasure of such premises, as this

i show attempts to do. Artworks can serve as texts,

even as they state that they are not, and the same
with curators’ actions, in spite of their claims for
immanence, or self-evident connoisseurship.

Putting these generations of artists uncritically
alongside each other; like forerunner and progeny,
allows each to misrepresent the other by assuming
that new art is anticipated by the old whose occluded
meanings it reveals. This may happen, but here it only
flattens the achievements of some younger artists
who, though effectively reinventing the forms art can
take, instead get compressed into a footnote, into part
of a genealogy of a preordained canon. There they can
prematurely and inaccurately be assigned their place
in a British tradition in which the Arts Council and
Hayward have heavily invested.

Material Culture: The Object in British Art of the
1980s and 90s is at the Hayward Gallery, London
until May 18.

Mark Harris is an artist.
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