








the Tribeca shop, Knobkerry, in 1994, where his 7}

works had to be discerned from among the ethno- *
graphic objects on sale, and Erik Oppenheim’s 1991
New York show, ‘Home for June’, where the visitor
saw only projected slides of work that was walled up,
out of sight, in the same space. Giorgio Sadotti’s
ambiguously sycophantic dinner party recently shown
at Cubitt Gallery where artists served food and art-
work to a table of dealers, critics and editors never-
theless showed a perverse way forward. Most
interesting of all perhaps are the long-running events
at Four Walls in Brooklyn where a one-evening Sun- -
day exhibition is the basis for a discussion of issues
raised by that work. At the end of the debate the
show is taken down. If, as these examples imply, the
possibility still exists for an unfamiliar axis to exhibi-
tions, is this a useful standard with which to judge
other curatorial projects or does it.only mask deeper
problems of commodification and value?

From earlier texts written to accompany curated
exhibitions Peter Lewis, who also curated FLAG' ina -
space on Clink Street (one of the more interesting -

L

group shows in London last year which even showed |

a healthy irreverence towards the nationalist band- -
wagon of Brit art by its-ironic title and by its inclu-
sion of non British-based artists), often returns to ¥
Guy Debord’s ideas on commodification and resis- g
tance in The Society of the Spectacle. The implica-
tion is that the works, the curatorial projects as a
whole, are effective in demonstrating alternatives to
the commodification of artworks or, at the very least,
that they highlight the problem. There is little that
escapes commodification, the terms of which would
include this essay and by now Debord’s ideas as well. |
Jean Baudrillard's early text, Symbolic Exchange
and Death, configured as a response to the Situa-
tionists’ relative optimism about resistance, insists
that we are past any time when ideology, political
economy, psychoanalysis and dialectics held out
hope for altering material existence. Instead, what-
ever revolution they initiated has by now been con-
sumed by a system that only holds these beliefs up as
models of revolution, drained of any further meaning
other than the iconic. His pessimism grants power to
an entirely different order that he calls ‘code’,
whether genetic or digital, that absorbs and reverses
the effects of any subversions: ‘Is there a theory or a
practice which is subversive because it is more
aleatory than the system itself, an indeterminate
subversion which would be to the order of the code
what the revolution was to the order of political
economy? Can we fight DNA? Certainly not by means

of the class struggle."
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The artwork chases the mechanical hare of
anti-commodification that it can never catch,
and must for its validity never catch, since its
raison d’étre depends on maintaining this fiction

of the chase.

Things may not be this bleak but the caution is
valid. Commodification is less relevant than we
imagined since the thought that thinks ‘commodify’
is itself subsumed by the system, is itself a product
of what it critiques, of what it is allowed to critique.
The artwork chases the mechanical hare of anti-
commodification that it can never catch, and must

| for its'validity never catch, since its raison d’étre

depends on maintaining this fiction of the chase.

If some artwork is not immediately commodifi-
able, such as an installation or a live piece like
Tracey Emin’s events, then we can be sure that for
us to have heard about it at all it must be anticipat-
ing commodities to come or adding validation to
commodities already owned. This neither discredits
nor sums up all that an artwork achieves but is
merely the parallel circumstance of art. What is it
about the need to keep addressing this lost cause of
resisting commodification? Is it just the drive to
broaden the limited arena within which artists can
claim authenticity in a ceremony of repositioning
one’s work on the boardgame of commodification
when the entire board is fixed deep within an eco-
nomic structure? How do we divert the desire to
find a value for artworks by any available means,
including the status of being alternative and
against commodification?

The assertion of particular values for art can
seem redundant in an economy where most com-
modities have long converted such qualities into the
mere appearance of value. This is the use-value we
imagine and desire in any commodity before owner-
ship and this is where products that have lost any
conceivable value re-invent the appearance of one; it
is the area in which advertising works and one
method by which art appeals to us. It is what Wolf-
gang Haug calls ‘semblance-value? and Debord
intends to describe by his terms ‘spectacle’ or ‘pseu-
do-need’? )

In time the apparent values of many products
supersede and displace any use-values they
may once have had. This is the field for Bank’s enter-
taining representations of the hopeless and
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