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EDITORIAL

Butterflies In Chains

THE SUBTLE ART OF
OBJECTIVITY
Or: defining
the summum of
intangibility

Freedom Sold To The Highest Bidder
Art is more or less like a language;
mainly meaning that art is just another means of establishing a connection with others and getting your point
across, whatever that point may be
(even if the point you’re trying to make
is pointing out to others that there is
no point to anything). On a more personal note, I also believe that every
piece of art has a perfect spectator;
since the variety of our human world
is so immense that there will always
be someone who gets exactly what
you're saying. Or maybe not, who
knows, that's not the main issue here.
The point is that our great human civilization boasts a lot of different
languages, and this is no different in
art. That also implies that you have to
speak your audience’s language if you
want to get your message across, and
even then there are a million dialects
for every main spoken tongue. Artistic expressions of whatever kind are
bound together by at least one common denominator: the drive to create
a personal translation of something
in your mind for others to understand. Whether you write it or paint it
or carve it out of stone, it's there for
others to take in. The more complex
your message and specific your medium, the more you demand from your
public. The more you want your public to understand every little nuance
and detail of what you're saying, the
smaller that public is likely to become
(depending on the complexity of your
message and the words you use to
bring it across). Bare with us here, the
story is not going to get any less tangible than this.

I'm not completely at ease talking
about art, mainly because I never
had anything over the bare minimum
of cultural education: a weekly hour
of Aesthetics in my last year of high
school, a class that was taught by a female teacher who (I think) unknowingly but strikingly illustrated the irony
of the concept of teaching beauty by
appearing in front of her blackboard
in an uglier outfit every week. This is
now well over a decade ago, and the
faded colours and spongy textures of
her step-in pyjamas are still as horrifying to the mind's eye as they were
to my poor eyeballs way back then. Art
in my life is whatever speaks to me on
any sort of personal level, since those
three years of journalism in college
didn't do a lot for my artistic expertise either. Okay, so then who decides
what is art and what is not? Certainly
not me, a complete cultural savage if
ever there was one, right? Surely, nobody with such a barbaric and underdeveloped sense of art will have the
arrogance to try and actually give an
unwanted and unwarranted opinion
of something he barely understands,
right? Guess again.

NOT SO F.A.Q.
Does this make any sense to
you?
what’s the size of your
canvas?
Can art be produced in a
sweat shop?
Do you have to be dead to
be worth something?
could your little sister
paint this?
does all this art make me
look fat?
Can easter eggs be art?
would you like some art
with that?
who tore down office
baroque?
could somebody tell bart
de baere he’s in danger?
now can you paint this a
million times again please?
who killed hanns-martin
schleyer?
what would willy wonka
do?
can a killer clown be an
artist?
Ceci n’est pas une
Magazine?

Now let’s make one thing clear: defining what is art and what isn’t, is a very
subjective matter, so we’ll try to be as
objective as possible about it. Art to
us is the artists’ manifestation of self,
aimed at conveying any kind of message through any medium of choice,
driven by a motive that is primarily
personal and not bound or enforced by
external factors, and supported by a
certain degree of craftsmanship.
Now we’re not going to take it all the
way back to the first smudges of wet
charcoal that some hairy primate
smeared onto the inside of his cave for
whatever reason, even though we do
consider that to be quite the groundbreaking leap of intellect, however
rudimentary that intellect may have
been. We’re talking about right now,
the times of an unseen financial crisis
where some people seem to think that
it’s completely acceptable to spend
100,000,000 dollars on a painting of
eight Elvises. By comparison: the European Union reserved a 600 million
dollar budget to help out Haiti after
the country had been shattered by a
massive earthquake that forced the
nation back onto the world’s television
screens after we’d been collectively
neglecting its increasing poverty for
decades.

Gordon Matta-Clark - Window Blowout

Now we’re never ones to point the Finger of Blame lightly, but that amount
just about coincides with the cost of
the world’s five most expensive paintings. That means that 5 buyers spent
just as much money on a painting
they could hang up in their house for
themselves to look at as 27 EU member
states (with a total population of well
over 500 million citizens) feel they can
afford to spend on humanitarian help.
Something about that makes me want
to puke my guts out, although I just
can’t figure out exactly which part of
the sentence is more sickening. Maybe
you can measure a civilization’s level
of decadence by the amount of money that its richest citizens deem fit to
spend on art, the only economic asset
that is only there to be looked at (or
contemplated, to use the artsy word
for looking). But enough about that
(for now), let’s talk art.

If you ask me, the true beauty of art
lies in its total freedom: ideally, every artist is completely free to choose
his or her message, the language it
is conveyed in and the words used to
express its essence. Meaning that an
artist is free to make a message as
obvious or cryptic as he or she likes.
Those with a universal message or
urge to manifestation of self are likely to choose a straightforward approach, whereas other artists might
demand more effort from their public
in order to achieve a more profound
appreciation for their work. And then
there is literally every little nuance you
can think of in between, and of course
man’s natural tendency to completely
misinterpret anything. So understanding an artist’s message also depends
on factors that the artist has no control
over whatsoever: the receiver’s personality and intelligence come into play
as well as their pre-existing knowledge of the artist. Now this is a rough
outline that does not take into account
things like censorship, the tainting of
art by the influence by a mecenas, or
every other inevitable nuance of reality
that will eventually slip its way into the
abstract. An artist is nothing without a
world to feed him his inspiration and
an audience to acknowledge his efforts.

A Portrait Of The
Artist As Greedy
Scum
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Double Elvis - Andy Warhol - © The Estate and Foundation of Andy Warhol/VBK, Wien 2009

However, not even every artistic language can be understood or learned
just by means of prolonged exposure
and interaction: the world of art has its
own secret societies and underground
fraternities, the members of whom
communicate in a coded language
that is indecipherable to outsiders.
The members of these brotherhoods
are called art experts, and they are the
ones who decide what is art and how
much cash it is supposed to yield when
sold at an auction, the art-world’s ritual of greed and social classification
where money is sacrificially burned
in order to make wealth look like refinement. We say ‘look like’, because
we believe that money can’t possibly
be a determining factor in developing
someone’s sense of art. On the other
hand, we could be absolutely wrong.
Maybe it takes exactly the detached
and deformed mind of a millionaire
to grasp the abstraction and outlandishness of some contemporary art,
which would in its turn justify both its
price and its exclusion from the common public, such as you and I, people
who don’t know the pain of living with
more money than you can reasonably
hope to spend on elementary things
like food, clothing and shelter and as
such could never fully appreciate its
meaning anyway. Maybe. Either that,
or the world of art is the Earth’s most
sophisticated secret society hiding in
plain sight, flaunting its obscurity by
means of falsely assumed intellect and
big, big money.
So what happens next? Basically, it
means that art is adopted by society's
apex and turned into just another commodity for only the exuberantly rich to
enjoy. The only difference with other
luxuries is that art increases in value
over time (or so we're made to believe)
and as such becomes the easiest resource to invest in. It’s nice to look at,
a lot less risky and controversial than
oil or guns and great for showing off
at cocktail parties. And up until now,

there seemingly hasn't been any ceiling on the price for pure, uncut art.
Funny. The one thing that mirrors the
far-reaching intellectual evolution
of our species is at the same time a
stinking indicator of everything that’s
rotten about us. These people spend
more on other people’s ideas than
most people could dream of spending
in an entire lifetime. The most disgusting part however, is that contemporary art has not just become any
other toy for the revoltingly rich to
frolic and play with. It is the absolute
pinnacle of our podgy society’s utter
decadence. Art isn’t like a car or a big
house. You can’t drive it around town
or live in it while at the same time impressing others who have slightly less
money than you do. Instead, you buy
an idea that was conceived by somebody smarter than you, hang it up in
your house for others to not see and
that’s supposed to make you a model
of sophistication. The showing off lies
in the not showing anything: buying
an idea and making it perfectly clear
that you can afford to deprive others
of its originality. And if one day you do
get sick of it, you just lend it out to a
museum so you can look liberal and
benevolent while getting a nice tax refund at the same time. Bottom line: art
should never be owned by anyone, if
only so that idiots with a lot of money
don’t get the satisfaction of coming off
as broad-minded and intelligent just
because they cornered the market on
somebody else’s thoughts.

Turning a
decade-long centre
and mixing pot of
contemporary art
into a chocolate
factory is the
artistic equivalent
of crawling back
into the womb.
The question poses itself: how did all
of this get so out of hand? Or are we
looking at this the wrong way and
was it never in any sort of hand in the
first place? Some would argue that art
has always been the plaything of the
extremely powerful and wealthy; the
courts of kings and queens, religious
bastions, pharaohs, emperors. Ever
since money took the role of society’s
Holy Divine Crown, art has fallen prey
to the greedy claws of whoever has
the fattest bank account. The kind of
people who live at the top floor of our
social skyscraper like David Martinez,
who spent $54,7 million on the most
expensive penthouse in Manhattan
(and by extension, the world) so he
could hang up his $140 million Jackson Pollock (N° 5, 1948 — looks like a
few cans of paint smeared randomly
onto a canvas if you want to be cynical about it) inside it. Now there is no
doubt that Pollock’s paintings are the
work of a genius, albeit a very disturbed one. Some experts argue that his
works became ever increasingly complex over time, going as far as saying
that his paintings contained mathematical fractals and were attempts to
represent mathematical chaos before
there was even such a thing as Chaos
Theory.
N° 5 is the most expensive painting in
the world, in case you’re wondering,
and allegedly Martinez already sold it
to some German investor guy who inevitably paid even more for it. Sounds
perverse? Maybe so, but then again,
says who that this wasn’t always the
case? Without the De Medici family,
Leonardo Da Vinci might have been
just another anonymous character
with some zany ideas, fit for the looniebin. Same thing goes for a lot of
other great artists over the course of
history, if by great you mean ‘hangs
in multiple museums and is known
throughout the world’. Looking at it
that way, you could conclude that the
greatest art, along with all the other
bests of whatever things in the world,
has always been a toy for the tyrants.
Flash forward to recent and at first
glance completely unrelated news: in
November 2009, the Belgian government announced that it would be spending € 140 million on social housing in
2010. Now I don’t know about you, but
personally I think that if a painting on
some guy’s wall just about equals our
entire social housing budget, somebody’s got a problem. Don’t get me
wrong; I’m not saying that we need to
spend more money on social housing.
Or less, that’s not the point. I just wonder what Pollock would have said to
Martinez when he paid all those dollars for his painting. Art is ideally a
manifestation of freedom in its most
untainted form. The contrast between
this freedom and the prices on some

pieces of art just seems too extreme
to be right. But then again, it’s a big
world and there are a lot of rich people
in it, and most of them probably don’t
even give a single crap about art and
what’s hanging on their living rooms
walls. Or maybe I’m just being naïve in
assuming that artists are by their nature broad-minded spirits who all recognize some basic form of interhuman
decency and social justice. So I’m not
going to unfairly accuse Martinez and
those like him of being artsy hipster
billionaires, just because they flaunt
their decadence in more intellectual ways than other filthy rich scum.
N° 5 is a symptom of a far greater ill,
a brilliant creation by a tormented genius that through its price tag draws
the outlines of decadence of our derailed society. Meaning that as usual,
everybody’s guilty. We’re way out of
control.

ALL YOU SEE IS… CRIME
IN THE CITY
Now as far as I can tell, the above situation has been the standard for a long,
long time. But what about the complete opposite of that? If an individual
feels completely isolated and ignored
by the society around him and starts
to use a backpack full of spray cans
to point out his existence to the uncaring world around him in big, block
silver letters, isn’t that art as well? It
sure feels a lot more honest than what
some supposedly innovating artists
are doing nowadays. Now you could
say that that’s a completely personal
opinion and as such shouldn’t come
into play in a debate regarding art,
especially because art in itself is the
common pool of aesthetics and can
only be rich in and through variety.
Why mention it then? Because art is a
part of our society, and like our society,
it has a lot of problems and injustices
in it. That makes this a political discussion, which means it becomes justified
to talk about personal opinions since
they represent demographic numbers
and we live in a political system called democracy where every opinion is
supposed to matter. After all, it’s not
like we have a ministry of Culture for
the fuck of it. Keeping all this in mind,
can somebody please explain to me
why we have a self-professed ignoramus for a Secretary of Culture? Joke
Schauvliege’s naïve innocence might
be as endearing as it is disarming, but
that doesn’t mean that we can leave
our art budget in the hands of a rube
surrounded by lobbyists and expect
that everything is going to be okay. I
thought that our government officials
were supposed to be experts in the
matters they are entrusted with, educated and broad-minded people who
know how to maintain a balanced
policy. Imagine a freshly appointed
ambassador to China saying “oh I
don’t really know anything about the
Chinese, but I’m sure I’ll learn everything I need to know as I go along”.
Sure you might, but not without making a few gruesome fuck-ups on the
road to wisdom.
We think that the whole ICC-turnedchocolate-shop thing is a loss for art
in our country. If you ask us, art is
about progressing and innovating,
and to turning a decade-long centre
and mixing pot of contemporary art
into a chocolate factory is the artistic equivalent of crawling back into
the womb. Yes, chocolate is one Belgium’s richest cultural heritages. Yes,
it appeals to many, many people and
is one of the things we’re known for all
over the world. But we dare question
its true artistic value and relevance
in today’s complex times. To us, this
looks more like the political wing of
our cultural establishment taking the
safe route and minimizing its risks.
Because face it, as an export product, chocolate beats art to a bloody
mess. And in these economically testing times, that will make a difference
when it comes to policy; just imagine
the marketing potential of unveiling
Belgium’s grand new chocolatier, an
ode to our national cultural heirloom
full of little trinket-selling shops that
you can all house in the same building.
It’ll be the only museum kids will beg
their parents to please go to on Sunday and the only art centre that sells
bite-size portions of its pieces to the
visiting public. It’s so brilliant; it would
be poetry if it wasn’t so gruesomely
opportunistic. Political tactics and
economic motives shouldn’t come into
play when it comes to art, but unfortunately, that’s the way it has been and
will be for quite some time to come. Or
maybe we’re just being paranoid, and
this chocolate business is really just as
naïve and one-dimensional as it looks.
We say blessed be the innocently honest artists, those who are still free
of fame’s cynicism and simply create
because they have to. We hope that
you don’t live to see your creations
become a status symbol for some rich
lame who doesn’t understand what
you were saying when you made them.

sweet sticky redemption
Aesthetic Riots in the Kingdom of Chocolate

Leo Copers - Three Bullets, 1980 - © MuHKA
ICC occupation Februari 1, 1998 - © NICC

center of our contemporary art scene
into an upper class chocolatier, might
do the job. That’s why we went to take
a look at the ICC for ourselves, the
center stage where cultural mayhem
might soon break loose. We aggressively pounded the doors, considered
a break-in by means of forced entry
and endlessly kept on ringing the housekeeper bell. But there appeared to
be no time for an editor and his photographer on a brutal quest to find out
what really happened in this place. All
we knew was that the pompous building we faced there in the bare cold
looked very dead to us. The smell of oil
paint — and by extension cultural innovation — was long gone and soon to
be irreversibly replaced by the seductive smell of chocolate. The ten to fifty
thousand passers-by that walk past
the building on a daily basis will no
longer be pleasantly surprised or brutally disturbed by art they would never
have come across otherwise.

End of discussion, let
the war begin
The cultural industry is big business.
A couple of years ago, reports showed
that the European market involved
more money than the real estate, car
or textile industry. So the least you‘d
expect for the cultural issue in all its
aspects is to pop up quite high on a
nations agenda. In a way we’re pretty
sure it does. However, reality shows
that the sector of arts has almost
reached rock bottom due to complete
and utter disregard by politicians
whose expertise at hand was ambiguous to say the least. Behind the
walls of astonishment, the larger part
of artists – whom we still consider to
be the protagonists in this picture isn’t exactly living lavish. Moreover,
while a clear 90% cut does somehow
manage to struggle its way through
life, politicians seem to stay blind to
the slumbering issues in today's museum world. Welcome to Belgium,
where the cultural revolution has melted into a piece of chocolate.

If it’s aesthetically
justified to revolt
for a proper art
policy, then our
revolution starts
today.
At the beginning of her term in July
2009, the freshly elected Flemish Mi-

nister of Culture Joke Schauvliege had
the opportunity to display her expertise in a TV interview. Instead of reassuring both the artists and the art public, she declared knowing jack shit
about art, saying that she hadn’t even
attended any cultural event whatsoever over the last half year. ‘I have kids,
you know. Give me a couple of weeks
to acclimatize’, she defended herself, but irreversible political disaster
turned out to be already upon us. Although we do appreciate the fact that
she was completely honest about her
utter ignorance and also realize that
a culture department needs to cover
more than museums, paintings and
installations, we still consider this a
very confusing and frightening evolution. Moreover, when she recently proclaimed that ‘artists should start realizing that money doesn’t grow on trees’
and ‘subsidiary money is the source of
laziness’, it became clear to us that in
the inevitable abyss between arts and
politics, the horror lurks and lingers
very lively. The chaos reaches from the
lack of any form of decent cultural perspective to the absence of our artistic
heritage, which is systematically being
trampled like daisies in a bull meadow.
That makes at least one thing clear to
us. If it’s aesthetically justified to revolt for a proper art policy, then our
revolution starts today. The battle has
already been going on for decades, so
there's no use in trying to circumvent
it. Besides, we've already chosen our
polemic and creative ammunition, and

set the location of our brush, which
is going to be a place where certain
people might get severely humiliated,
wounded or even killed.

The barefaced
downgrading of a
Royal Palace
Meir, Antwerp (February 1, 1998) – The
atmosphere is quite grim as a couple
of dozens of artists gather around the
Royal Palace in Antwerp, which then
was internationally known as the ICC.
This fine piece of monarchical property was built in the 18th century
and fell into the greedy little hands of
Napoleon and later on the kingdoms
of the Netherlands and eventually
Belgium. After King Bauduain (†1993)
hímself donated the building to the
artist community in 1970, it became
the country’s first official institution
for contemporary art. But when plans
were revealed to close down the ICC
and renovate what had become a
pounding heart of creativity, many artists were ready to defend their alcazar, only to be beaten down and dragged out ten days later, after a good old
artistic brawl. The stakes were high.
In the 1970’s and ‘80s, the ICC had
developed into a creative outlet for
all kinds of artists and evolved into a
fitting intermediary station between
progressive art praxis and the ill-atease general public. In other words,
that joint was what you might refer to
as the artists' paradise. It was crowded

with painters, performance artists and
poets. The ordinary citizen walked by
and became intrigued, maybe decided
to eat lunch in the cafeteria and either loved the art or left it alone. Apart
from offering an alternative platform
for the production of conceptual art,
the institution finally gave modern art
the mass exposure it deserved. Many
installations, videos, happenings and
performances were presented, sometimes taking things way beyond the
front doors of the museum. The late
American artist Gordon Matta-Clark —
known for his site-specific artwork
— created his famous Office Baroque
in an abandoned office building nearby. By removing different sections of
floors, ceilings, and walls he created
the greatest work in his ‘building cuts’
series. The man died in ’77, so luckily
for him he didn’t see it destroyed by an
uncaring city council a couple of years
after. Although in the next decade the
ICC lost a bit of its disobedient 1970’sbreak-out-of-the-museum-walls-spirit,
the palace continued to play an important role as a museum for film and a
contemporary sidekick of the Antwerp
Royal Museum of Fine Arts (KMSKA).
Fast forward to February, 2010. Sometimes a revolution needs nothing but
a single shove to break loose once
more. Maybe an admitted incompetent Minister of Culture — succeeding
a couple of equally incompetent yet
indifferent and unmeddling Ministers
of Culture — who turns the former epi-

But how does a Royal Palace degenerate into a sticky-fingered symbol of
today's gluttonous society? After all
our attempts to enter the royal suites
failed miserably, we decided to take
the matter to DDV, an artist who was
closely involved with the ICC. During
the revolt, he started doing the external communication and ended up
chaining himself to the gates when
the police was trying to remove its occupiers. That didn’t only make him an
extremely badass artist, he later also
became the co-founder, Social Commissioner and chairman of the NICC.
Indeed; in the aftermath of this political coup, a new center for contemporary art had settled somewhere in
a dead corner of the city. A forwarded
e-mail from DDV had kind of dragged
us into this whole operation. “We were
a diverse and well organized opposition”, he begins to complete the story.
“Consisting of young and unknown
people as well as established artists
such as Guillaume Bijl, Leo Copers, Luc
Deleu or Anne-Mie Van Kerckhoven.
Apart from the police, we also managed
to get the press on the scene, so they
couldn’t drag someone like (Fred ed.)
Bervoets out by his legs.” So the artists
stayed for ten more days and made it
to the 7 o’clock news that week. “Several artists and poets would join and
perform, art teachers came along with
their students to teach classes”, DDV
recalls. “We were able to put together
quite a line-up there.” After hours of
debating, the artists could enforce the
governmental promise that the palace

would be restored and regain its original character and destination. But for
many years, nothing worth mentioning happened in the ICC case, until
recently its reopening as a luxurious
brasserie and chocolatier was silently
communicated.
DDV questions this puzzling twist.
“Why don't they start a chocolatier in
the suburbs? Because they know if
they do, they wouldn't see a single person. So you simply can’t banish all museums, theaters or any other cultural
facility out of the center and even scattered around the city's outskirts. Don’t
get me wrong. I have nothing against
chocolate. But at least they could’ve
opened a chocolatier and a brasserie
next to the institution of contemporary
arts within the same building.” The
man we are sitting in front of may just
be Belgium's most bizarre and dedicated artist. You might have seen him
digging a hole for Gordon recently - something he’s persevering for five years
now - at a location that is a secret up
until this day. He studied at the St-Lukas institute for Visual Arts in Brussels
and at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts
in Ghent. Since 1979 he has done over
a hundred performances, installations
and exhibitions across the world and
he co-founded Club Moral. His work
focuses mainly on performance, body
art, true crime art, bootleg, mash-up
and remix works, a number of which
is presented in the online Bastard
Art Gallery. Although he’s supposed
to live off his art by now, he currently
works in a warehouse of the Royal Academy. Despite his anger he admitted
having no intention at all to evoke any
form of civil disobedience during the
infamous reopening weekend. “I’m
through with always setting up whatever you need to make something happen. For about ten years, I’ve worked
hard for the NICC and for the most part
even voluntarily. I have deliberated for
the social framework for artists and a
national policy for artist workplaces
and studios. But now I follow the path
of Ulrike Meinhof. Maybe I’ll take part
in the resistance if other artists start
revolting with me, but that’s all.” Although he claims to be done fighting,
this man who has corresponded with
serial killer John Wayne Gacy for several years, appeared rather eager to
point out the true face of evil for us.

gatively. “I don't know exactly what
happened, all I know is that when he
was asked about the ICC, he wasn't interested. Can you believe he actually
said that to me?” DDV fulminates: “As
the director of a Museum for Contemporary Art, that equals committing
mass murder. It isn't even a matter of
interest, it's about commitment. He
really is the Hanns-Martin Schleyer of
fine arts. You should kidnap this guy,
detain him for forty days and then leave him in the trunk of a car with a bullet
in his head. He is officially allowed to
feel insecure. Indeed, I am a threat to
him because he is the enemy. The NICC
might mediate but I won’t take part
in it anymore. I’m operating independently now and I won’t avoid violence.
I won’t say that I'm going to shoot him,
I'm just saying that I might. Nowadays,
everybody has to live with the fear of
being shot, so why not in the world of
fine arts? A lot of journalists and other
people got shot for much less important matters. War starts where the discussion ends. If the other side doesn’t
want to yield, we’ll just have to take it
one step further. Because if you admit,
you become a part of the problem. And
I will never be a part of the problem.”
As we left the cozy apartment of this
bizarre artist, his sizzling phrases
were still haunting our heads, and
we could somewhat comprehend how
being an artist can be a bitter pill sometimes. Seemingly unrelated: at
this very moment, four Belgian cho-

colate manufacturers are sent out to
become our most eye-catching national representation on the World Expo
Shanghai 2010. Now we don’t think
that there’s something wrong with
presenting chocolate – after all, a national heirloom — as one of our most
prominent cultural goods. And we're
not subtly implying that politics are
in any way involved in this maneuver
either. But if fighting the recession is
the real priority in our cultural policy,
than that just might be the case. “If we
can only occupy a minimal percentage
in this potential Chinese market, profit
rates would know no end”, one of the
manufacturers said. Indeed, a chocolate horse isn’t the worst thing to place
your bets on. And that’s just a little
food for thought that you can mull over
by yourself.
However, at the same time, an established contemporary artist — you
may remember him from his solo exposition in the Middelheim park in
Antwerp last summer — is preparing
to make a great work of art and blend
it with a printed publication you might
be familiar with. That’s why you might
come across two wacko journalists and
a twisted editor auctioning it off just to
drive home their point sometime and
somewhere soon.
For more details on POSTRmagazine’s
heavily anticipated cultural revolution, visit
www.postrmagazine.com

Damien Hirst - For The Love Of God

GOING ONCE, TWICE —
CRUEL BLOODY JUSTICE
FOR ALL
The body of art has a tumor the size
of a man called Damien Hurst. Damien,
in the most highly unlikely case you’re
reading this; don’t take this the wrong
way, this is not in any way a personal
attack, nor is it a judgement of you on
a personal level. And we’re not being
sarcastic, either, so please keep the
lawyers on a leash. The choice for this
perhaps slightly gruesome metaphor
lies in the simple but striking analogy between today’s contemporary
art world and a terminally sick patient
in a cancer ward, clinging to life with
arms full of sores and intravenous
tubes after a life of decadence and
moral decay. Poisoned by a polluted
environment and all the inescapable
vices of the curse of wealth. A tumor
doesn’t just pop up out of nowhere.
It grows and festers for years until finally, it kills its host. You don’t blame
a tumor for being a tumor, you blame
the cause. And in this case, it looks
like the dying patient has brought this
impending doom upon itself through
years of delightful decadence. Damien
Hurst is merely a symptom of everything that’s wrong with modern art,
and at times it seems like he chose to
be exactly that; the cancer that will
eventually kill the sick and corrupted
art world from the inside out. If so, we
wish him the best of luck, if not, we
hope to see him cut out by a scalpel
before he kills us all.
Damien Hurst, in case you didn’t know,
is the creator of the world’s most expensive piece of art ever made. For
The Love Of God is a mold of an 18th
century human skull beset completely
with diamonds. Its production cost of
14 million dollars is the highest for any
piece of contemporary art ever made.
The price tag on this thing is too blatant to be a coincidence; spending all
that money on making it is a part of
its message. Now I don’t know why,
but there’s something about this blinged-out Skeletor that gets to me; probably it’s the morbid aesthetic appeal
of this horrific icon of death and terror
that’s encrusted with these beautiful
glittering diamonds. Why make such
a thing in the course of the worst recession that mankind has ever seen
if not partially to point out the gross
incongruence between the big money
surrounding modern art and the scary
ugly face-lifted mug of our sophistication? That’s what it tells me, anyway.
It says something about the nature of
modern art while depicting its death
at the hands of the artsy circlejerk that
was always willing to pay increasingly more money for whatever work for
whatever reason it may have had. We
say had, because at the moment, it
looks like the crisis is finally catching
up to the art world that seemed to be
impervious to its greedily groping tentacles for so long.
Some said it was inevitable, while
others said that art could not be touched by any crisis, that brilliant ideas
would always be immune to the recession. Those others must have been either severely demented or knowingly
lying, because anybody who calls himself an art expert should know that the
modern art market hasn’t been about
art or ideas for a while. Art became an
ordinary economical asset a long time
ago, that’s exactly why they call it a
market; it’s no different than any other
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market. Or maybe these experts really
had no idea of what the art world was
in for when it moved in under the same
roof as every other investment plan
out there. Today, art obeys the same
laws as any other material resource
or product. Why? Because everybody
involved decided to treat it like one.
That’s what’s been happening: galleries buying up an artists entire stock
and then sticking 90% of it in a vault
in order to make work by that artist artificially rare. The artist stands to make
a nice amount of cash but ends up
stuck with an empty workshop while
the galleries start to push the price on
the works. In any other industry, that
would be called a monopoly, which is
frowned upon to say the least, but the
art world is free of such trivial, earthly
restrictions. As the most sophisticated
and elevated branch of our society,
it apparently doesn’t have to answer
to the same standards. Collectors
turn into dealers and start giving out
under-the-table hand jobs to galleries
and auction houses in order to push
the prices on ‘their’ artists ever higher.
Galleries and dealers putting in bids
to auction houses on works by artists
they represent in order to set trends
for the art scene to follow. This is not
speculation, check out Ben Lewis‘ documentary on the Contemporary Art
Bubble if you don’t believe us. (*)

The ceiling has
been reached, and
the picture that's
painted on it is not
a pretty sight to
look at.
Now the art market works basically like
any other market out there. So that
means that if you start playing tricky,
devious little games that really can’t
stand to see the light of day, shit will
eventually and undoubtedly hit the
fan. And it has. Art prices are no longer rising the way they had been doing
over the past years. The ceiling has
been reached, and the picture that’s
painted on it is not a pretty sight to
look at. Artistic commentary against
this commercial interference is taking
on fresher forms every day, the latest
being Caleb Larsen’s A Tool To Deceive
and Slaughter, which is basically a
plastic cube that you buy on eBay, receive by post and then need to plug
into your computer so that it can automatically put itself up for sale on eBay
again to be sold for more money than
you bought it for. To me, that’s a great
way of getting people to think about
both the financial value of an idea and
the degree of commercial meddling in
contemporary art, the betting and speculating that has become more important than the art itself. Because in the
end, some optimistic fool who read the
market wrong is going to end up stuck
with a plastic cube that has become so
expensive that nobody feels it’s worth
the shot anymore, breaking down in a
rage of furious regret and still nursing
this desperate hope that somewhere
there is a next guy who will be as naively stupid to make the same mistake.
It’s brilliant, really. Right now, the Tool

To Deceive and Slaughter is going for
about 7,000 dollars; we’re curious to
see how far up it goes before it becomes somebody’s lifelong desktop
reminder of a bad idea.
There is a problem with some art,
that’s undeniable. Nobody can justify
the millions and millions that are being
spent on some pieces of art while the
majority of our planet is still starving to
death on a daily basis. But the debate
about whether or not the existence of
billionaires in general is justified is
a whole other discussion we are not
getting into right now. Injustice and
inequality reigns supreme under our
satin veil of 21st century civilization,
we all know that. But the truly sickening thing about contemporary art is
that it has become a tool for already
perversely rich people to become even
richer in the most cultured way possible: investing in art. And that’s an
abuse that we won’t tolerate. Because
it allows filthy bastards, whose only
concern is cash, to come across as something they’re most definitely not;
cultured and intellectually well-developed human beings. No. Art dealers
are the same brutally bloodthirsty money-hungry maniacs as the oil sheiks,
the gun and dope runners and the corporate presidents of this world, only
they have coated themselves with a
paint-thin varnish of cultural mascara
designed to make them look sophisticated and open-minded instead of
greedy and cold-bloodedly calculating. They use the same dirty tricks to
get their hands on the biggest share
of the loot; establishing monopolies,
cornering markets, misleading the
public, etcetera. Collectors, dealers,
galleries; everybody’s involved. Now
don’t be mistaken; we don’t have any
problems with that. If spending tens of
millions of dollars on some painting is
what float’s some billionaire’s yacht,
who are we to judge? What does get
on our nerves however, is the fact that
decadent money-burning scum, the
type of which would put a Roman orgy
to shame, these same greedy hyenas,
they are trying to pass themselves off
as cultured and sophisticated instead
of being honest about their unquenchable thirst for currency. We prefer
the Texan with the cowboy hat who
doesn’t hesitate to let off his twelvegauge at anyone coming near his oil
wells, at least he’s honest about it.
I hope that Damien Hirst does kill the
contemporary art world. I hope that
every last crooked art dealer, auction
house and collector ends up with warehouses full of mediocre works from
artists they chose to push into the
spotlight in search of a quick buck. I
hope that they burn those warehouses
and the works inside them in a futile
attempt to make the rest more exclusive and expensive, just like they burned all those millions of dollars when
times were still looking up. Let them
all go broke and bankrupt, along with
the fat, flabby artists they represent.
Maybe the resulting Weltschmerz will
inspire some of them to actually make
some decent material again.
*
The Great Contemporary Art Bubble - Ben
Lewis, 2009

Eugenio Merino - For The Love Of Gold

THE EXPERTS
QUESTIONS:

1. What is art to you?
2. What do you think about the art market today and how do you think it will evolve in the next decade?
3. Who determines the direction of art? The artist or the galleries?
4. Do you think there’s a significant gap between art and cultural policy?
of sensing things. Are people accessible to art? Well, someone who really
dislikes soccer can watch the most exciting game, but he won’t feel a thing.
And the same goes for a lot of other
things, just compare a commercial tv
station with a channel like Arte. But as
I said before, you really need a couple
of books to answer that question.

Leo Copers

Established Belgian artist who
assembles everyday objects in a
surprising way thus giving them
new layers of meaning. The theme
of violence and tension appears
regularly but is depicted poetically
and aesthetically.
1
This is really too complicated to explain. Art is obviously a human way
of expression and can appear in any
imaginable form: sound, sculptures,
images or paintings. These expressions are created in a way so that they
can deeply move people. At least if
you are willing to expose yourself to
it, which anyone who wants to feel
the experience of art really should do.
There's a very wide range of levels,
both for the artist as well as the one
who's experiencing the art. So one
can only experience a piece of art if
he's on the same level as its creator.
So if someone really gets touched by
a schlager singer, most likely he won't
feel the same emotions when listening to Maria Callens. The opposite is
true as well, which doesn't imply that
someone who really appreciates Maria
Callens can't feel moved by a schlager
singer. There are many different levels
of art. The higher the level of an artwork, the higher its meaning. People
just can be moved by or feel connected
with the entity. So art really is a matter

2
Everything can be bought or sold,
so why not art? I don’t have problems
with that. People have always been
approaching things from a commercial
perspective and therefore disabusing
things as well. That isn't just one of today's problems only. There will always
be artists whom the public initially
doesn't even notice but then become
widely respected, or not. Then again,
some artists who are highly anticipated eventually don't seem that interesting. It doesn't mean that a very successful artist is automatically an abominable artist. The level of success one
has on the art market simply doesn't
indicate whether it's a great artist or
not. Once again there's a variety of levels and possibilities in between and
it is extremely hard to estimate that.
That's why some artists are overestimated and others are underestimated. Sometimes the high price that is
paid for an artwork reflects the artistic
value, sometimes it doesn’t. But extremely high prices that are paid for
artworks are rather exceptional. Just
compare the prices of art with some
of the bonuses other people get. Ninety percent of the Belgian fine artists
simply can’t survive by creating art. It
doesn’t matter whether it are important or smaller artists. Some are on
welfare, others teach classes or have
another job and there’s only a minority that can live of its artworks. Still
I think this is a normal situation. The
higher the level of an artwork is, the
more difficult it becomes to reach a

to be in an empty world, far away from
consumption, he was only perfectly
right to patent his color blue (International Klein Blue - IKB) which contains
a pigment that hardly has molecules.

Jan Hoet

Jan curated Documenta IX in Kassel
in 1992 and founded the museum of
modern art S.M.A.K. in Ghent in 1999.
In 2003, he became artistic director
for the MARTa museum in Herford,
Germany.
True art always forces itself upon the
artist. He shapes his idea into an artwork under a certain level of compulsion. Both the idea and the form have
to fit perfectly. Art is also the way an
artist communicates how he relates
to society. Artists mostly have one leg
outside society and the other one inside it. They use the leg within to absorb and to bundle all the impulses,
the other one is to shape the ideas in
such a way it becomes a comment or a
form of criticism to society, whether or
not ironically or cynically. Even a still
life painting can be social criticism because it’s the artist’s acquired information changed by himself in any way.
He can add total silence or absence.
Just take a look at the landscapes by
Raoul De Keyser. Art can be social criticism exactly by not living up to expectations. Moreover, art is never created
to recognize what you already know;
it offers you a new look on reality. But
basically, shape and content have to
be in harmony. If Yves Klein wanted

1

The art of
provocation
When politicians informally asked the
current MuHKA-director if there was
any interest within art circles in a new
destination for the ICC, he replied ne-

If you’d like to have POSTRmagazine delivered to your doorstep
just visit our subscription page on www.postrmagazine.com

2
Of course the art market has a perverted edge, but so has society. People
search for salvation in a prosperous job in stead of in a message. So
that’s perverted as well. Sports isn’t
just sports nowadays and correspondingly, art isn’t just art. Everything
is constantly fluctuating. Directors
of museums are writing articles in
newspapers. The artist has become a
curator and makes choices. As far as
I know, Mondriaan never was a member of a jury whereas today everybody
wants to be in one. But art has always
been and will always be a commodity.
Michelangelo and Jan van Eyck never
lived in poverty. Artists whose works
only started making money after they
died, like Vincent van Gogh, are the exceptions. But today’s prices are really
blowing out of proportion. The demand for some artworks exceeds the
supply and there’s the notion of prestige as well. The concept of being able
to brag with a famous name on your
wall. But the price doesn’t define or reflect the artistic value of an artwork. It
isn’t but a medium that shows the interest for a certain work. It’s variable
though. There was a time when classic
art was more valuable than contemporary art. Nowadays it’s quite the opposite. It doesn’t make much sense to me
when you have to pay more for some
draft by Sigmar Polke than for an etcher by Albrecht Dürer. That’s that perverted edge again, although it’s rather
due to the buyers than the market itself. As for the evolution, when we talk
about art and life in a secular society
like ours, art is continuously approa-

large public. When Michelangelo was
painting the Sistine Chapel, it was
only a handful of people who knew
about it, cared about it and attended
it. This might sound a little bit cruel,
but the big masses simply don’t give
much about that. If you look at it globally, what the masses care about is
surviving. Or they care about religion
because people can survive with religion. At least, people have the illusion
that religion can help them surviving.
So basically a lot of people run away
from art because artworks can touch
someone within its deepest self, and
that frightens them. They don’t want
to be confronted with that. And that’s
what art often does, confronting
someone with himself. Furthermore
the art market doesn’t really evolve, it
stays about the same. The only thing
that’s changing is technology. Thanks
to the internet, I now know a lot of artists or expositions from around the
world.
3
I can’t give you a proper answer to
that question.
4
If you compare with other countries,
the Belgian governmental support for
the art community was always kind of
shabby. A couple of weeks ago, our
Minister of Culture said in an interview that artists should know money
doesn’t grow on trees. So there’s no
need to say more. The ninety percent
of artists that can’t survive by practicing their art doesn’t have a message
on that. I can’t tell exactly how much
money there’s needed for the art sector, it’s more that this common attitude is very wrong. Art should be subsidized because art is a general interest. You can compare it with water or
lots of other things that are necessary
for mankind. It really should be recognized as one of the human rights.

ching life. It’s only normal that the line
between art and design is getting thinner. Tobias Rehberger won two Golden
Lions at the Venice Biennale simply
by decorating a café. The total aspect
becomes more important. When an artist is exhibiting, a single work doesn’t
stand alone anymore; it refers to the
other ones as well. It becomes kind
of a theater wherein the connections
between all of the works in an artist’s
oeuvre tell the story. At least, that is
what happens in postmodernism.
3
Who determines a new theory in
mathematics? Mathematicians. Art is
elitist. So in the first place the artist
does, because he is defining his position as an artist. Then there is a whole
bunch of professionals and specialists
who decide the direction of art. It is
the level of consensus between these
groups that makes something top of
the bill. If the whole world agrees on
the greatness of one particular artist,
that simply means he’s a great artist.
He’s transcending the local aspect and
uses a universal language.
4
Art policy is a contradiction in terminus. Contrary to artists, politicians
always try to achieve a consensus.
They are occupied with culture, not
with art. Our Minister of Culture said
she doesn’t know anything about art. I
absolutely can’t endorse that as being
a good answer. She could have said
that she was going to learn about art.
Or at least try to understand the pragmatics of the phenomenon. But it’s
scandalous that she doesn’t. That’s
nothing but municipal politics to me.
Yes, art may be the most abstract motor of this whole culture thing. But a
Minister of Culture, of all people, is
supposed to be able to handle abstract issues.

