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Things
Not Necessarily
Meant to Be
Viewed as Art

JEHREY WEISS ON THE CRISIS OF THE OBJECT

WHAT DOES IT MEAN 1o speak of the “stamus of the object™ in art? The
phrass has generally been deploved in discussions around the unfixed
material identity of the acstheric object in the postmodern era. When
used this way, It 15 meant to signal, among other things, the end of
medinm specihicity, which has given way in artistic pracrice 1o a mobile,
variable, or indeterminare relation berween the rerms of a work and irs
matenal means, A stake is the work’s very constitutions It is no longer
understood necessarily o rake onlv one form—indeed, it mav not
regquire concrete form of any kind. But whar if an arm object—even a
conventional one—is simply compromised? Perhaps it shows signs of
mherent deterioration or has suffered damage in the course of being
handled or moved. Does the problemaric of “starus™ apply to the cir-
cumstanges of an obgect that suffers trom no identity orisis, as such, b
that 1s merely no longer sound?

A recent exhibition at Columbia Universiry’s Amthur Ross Archirecture
Gallery put this question oo a stravegic test. Organized by che artist Elka
Krapewska and Mark Wasiura, of Columbia’s Department of Aschitecture,
Planming, and Presorvation, it borne the blunn tide “No Longer A Salvage
Art Instrue.™ By happy dialecrical coincidence, char show was on view
n Mew York ar the same time as *In Deed: Certificates of Aothenticity
in Art™ (ar the Drawing Center), originally organized in 2011 by Susan
Hapgood and Cornclia Lauf for De Kabinetren van de Vieeshal,

limren gl by Lorger A Baeosge
St nsiite,” BOA2-13, Ao
Ruos s deemrachjre Gallen
Colpamibes Undveram, Miea 7onk
Fradg; Aemes Ferg
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:"-I,Jd.._;-;l':'-u:*_u. the Metherlands. In fact, both progects
ser our 1o address the unstable identicy of the art
abject in the modern and T'qm'rm-.h]r'rn eras irom
-\._IFIPC\.T\;I.HI; =.|dn (41 .'I-II.' SEIME LM lr'|,'|:_|J.| "-r\.i..d, .'.I:'\IJI.!.',,
complex historical and philosophical guestions the
implications of which, while easy totake for granted,
are rsky Do o,

Whar must first be sasd alsowut thar Space i% thar it
is sorewn with pape rwork. Both Projects COncern
themselves, at least in part, with documents that
atvend the art objecr as an enniry with legal status.
According to the impressively concise statement of
purpose that accompanied the installation of che
Salvage A Institure's *MNo Longer Art™ [the SAL it
should be nored. is a la rg['h' nctsonal msttanon,
founded by Krajewska), *The term “salvage art’ refers
1o works removed from art arculanon due to acc-
denral dama Br,” for which their cmamers have been
compensaicd, by the msurance company that issawed
their policy, according to an agreed-upon formula

rg.'p:.;.1||'!.', “fair market™ or “replacement™ valuel.
Such objects are wnderstond by the 54l to be “sub-
ject v A p.*':.ll.:r and mransformative actuarial logic,
In thar the works are
= ofven still relatvely mect,™ 1|'|t'1_.' OCCLPY 3 “nether

||l“|'i-€{|2]|'!.‘ devoad of value™ Vel

world,” “hberated from the borden of constant wal-
uation and the nl'rhi;.;rl-nu of exchange, vet aban-
doned to the imvasihiligy of perpet wal :q.l:-::-up,l.'.' The
term that has heen formulared in order o identify
this szate of affars is—ominoosly—"patal boss_ ™ The
Al 15 imtended 1o serve as a “refuge, " or “haven,”
for works of chis kind. I receives donanons of so-
called sa |1.'.;|;|,- art from the AXA Are Insurance
I:_.-g_urp:_:-r,lu-:_m in Mew York, whach CIMIVEYS the obpects
im the form of a gift. B, as we know from anthnoepol-
DEY, 4 gift iz also an ohlgation: The economic burden
ot erernally warchowsing these {commerca l l}':
worthless objects, which the insurance company
couldn't simply destroy, must now be showaldened by
the n.mpr-;.ﬁq organizaiion. The donation pernia-
nently places 3 haolding of decommussioned works in
the hands of the SAL allowing the mstitute 1o make
them accessible to the public and to serve as a recur-
ring forum for “mterdsciplinary debate.™ On that
score, while | do not know how many people wl-
mately visited the exhibition at Columbua, judging
from the panel discussion | attended—whach incladed
arrists and writers, an archivecrural theorise, an
anthropologist, and an art-imsurance evaluator,
amang others—the debate has certamly been mtense,

Ome might say that the word salvape imeaning
o save  or “ho preserve from p-c'-l::'l:url.l.| ruam’ | 1%
curiously applied n the case of the AL as the word
signifies the very opposite of “rotal boss,™ And while
adoption by the SAl may provide the devalued
ohject a permanent safe harbor [the institute’s
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What are the limit conditions

of aesthetic identity—a ruined
object, an object voucher,

no object at all—and to what
degree can we really afford to take
these questions for granted?

CXPress PUrpase s o l:rq:'p the da rrl..:gi_-n;l. wirk from
recirculating in the market}, in many other respects
the obect surely remams adnffr.

The circumstances of the decommiszioned arr
object, as we have noted, produce a great deal of
paperwork. With the SAl this takes the form of
'.1.,'::4-“.1;:}'_ documenis, mncladi T condirsnn reports
and damage records, Each object on display at the
Arthur Ross gallery was sccompanied by documents
of thiz kind, which, afier |'|..1l.1|1:'.|| heen redacred hf.
AXA [to protect =sensitive client information ™},
were photocopied and bound together, and in this
fnrm Tl|.l|:ﬂﬂ O dﬂplm.' foer consulcaon by vismors,
Crucially, art and document were kept together in a
single room: The identity of a salvage-art object is
such that the work = now porimessed, ':|1T'hpnrn-u‘| |.':1..'
papers that aftess io its assthetic undoing and partial
rehabditation I:hn'-ug h the AEENCY of the 5AlL Such
documentation establiches thae che obgecr mo |m1f_rr
qualifies a5 a work of arr. Trs "loss™ 13 indexed by

market value and accounred for according vo the
terms of the insurance company thar underwrote
thiat value, Within the conhnes of a sysvem designed
borh po establish criteria for the identi Ly aff the wark
and ro calculare abiliry and risk over time, the sta-
tus of the obyect has been radically reasssgned.

The insurance documents that suppore this pro-
eSS Are representarions: They amest go the deprecia-
non of the work's valwe and of its aesthetic standing.
In the case of numerous objects | imcheding parntmgs,
sculprures, and phorographs) on view ae the SAT
installarion, the damape s, in ruth, difficak po detecy
withour help. Some objects look perfectly fine; their
sramus could be called rusinous enly wathin the confines
of the woral-loss svstem. That's nog to say thar market
vilue and aesthetse value are unrelated. But it does
raise questions aboat the degree to which the obgect’s
mererial '.|1lﬂ_,',:'i1g. can be :h11u|.;i1|: of % a coberent sub
srrate for that olyect's sdentity as art. It also raisss an
ohvioos question that was not aggressively engaged
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Artistic certificates and deeds all
represent a key presumption,

one they share with the pronounce-
ments of the insurance industry:
that aesthetic status is not
intrinsic—that it can, instead,

be both awarded and withdrawn.

which can come w resemble the creria of acatheric
craft. Donald Judd invented the term specific ofyect
o distinguish a certain rendency in recent arr from
painting or sculpture per se—some kinds of work
could now be said to possess elements of both. But
he may as well have been speaking of the ways in
which an object produced with the materials of
industrial or commercial manufaciure can be too
easily mistaken for objecrs thar are mechanically
reproducible. The devices of modular and serial rep-
etition are mstrumencal in chis conrext: They sorve to
inscribe aesthetic producrion with the language of
industry, Bat in referencing duplication, they distrace
us from the apparently inevitable pull—in ar prac-
tice—of the uniquoe object.

With respect 1o art in the age of bate industrial and
commercial manufacrure, delegared fabrication
reflects the inheritance of the readymade. Yer im this
regard, Duchamp was, for the generation of Minimal
art, an ambivalent ancestor, in part because of the
conflicted function of oraft afier 1960, Ar historian
Martha Buskirk, who has led che way in writing
abous the legal and cconomi travails of conceprual-
ist art {and is a concributor w the *In Deed™ cara-
logue), has coined the term contingent olyject inchis
context and traced the implications of thar contin-
gency well into contemporary practice. The phrase
is something of an inversion of specific object and, as
such, an cfficient way 1o denote the broader condi-
tions pertaining both o an object’s acschetic status
and to the circumstances of commeodity exchange.
Further, as Buskirk has also been ar pains to explain,
the certificare as stand-in {when there is no object) or
guarantee (when there ) is dosely relared 1o the new
kinds of legal contracts that were being devised in
order to facilitare sales of works produced in the era
of postsoudio an.

MANY IRONIES surround rhis state of affamrs, one of
the most pointed being char Conceptual and post-
Conceprual work, with its presumption—in the
now-historic locution of Lucy Lippard—to have
“demarcrialized™ the am object, is sometimes sup-
ported by politcal or ethical claims aganst art as
commercial properey. As bor dematenalization, owver
nme the concept has come vo look more and maore
like a red berring, particularly with respect to the
rising—very material—tide of paper. Lawrence
Weiner, among others, made the point early on:
*When artists are dealing with so-called “demateri-
alization of the object,” and they present large sheafs
of papers, photos, objects, all signed, sealed, deliv-
ered, insured, they haven't dematenalized anything,
they ve just substituted six reams of papers and six
reams of photos for a large stone sculprure.™ Indeed,
beginning in the 19605, the uses and abuses of

MARDH 1003 =238
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How reliable are the historical

claims we make on behalf of

an object if it can be said to have

endured continual change?
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receive pavment from Philip Johnson for Litasies,
one of his carly lead relict sculpoures [made thar same
vear), the amist produced a *Starement of Eschetic
Withdrawal.” According vo thar document, =all
esthetic quality and conrent™ the work had previ-
ously possessed was revoked. (The episode, an indis-
pensable case, is discussed by Hapgood and Laod in
the catalopue to *In Deed. ™) Morris’s statement was
notarized and then mounred i an imitation-leather
frame alongside froncal and profile ine drawings of
Litamies (made with a stvlus on 3 sheer of lead),
which are duly labeled expinm &, The rwo objoos—
sculprure plus document—now belong to the
Museam of Modem Am in Mew York and vogethe:
constirute 3 working demonstrarion of rival claims:
those of authorship versus ownership in addition oo
the onological claims of the assthetc obyect.

IT 5. THEN. AESTHETIC ONTOLOGY thar boch *MNo
Longer Ant™ and “In Deed ™ address: Whan are the
limir condirions of acsthetic identity—a ruined
obyject, an object voucher, nio object at all—and o
whar degres can we really afford to take these ques-
nions for granted? We do, atver all, ovpically bracker
this set of concerms in the nerest of gerting on with
thie rourines of interpremive practice. It could be said
thar the viability of the work simply has o be
thought of as given; otherwise most conversanons
abour arr would mever BT Ol of the gare., Yer, con-
versely, one could easily imagine thar the marerial
viability of the work, once it is given any consider-
arion at all, porenrialls .;h,:!l-_-1||¢|,—-u frery critical
approach o interprecanon. For how reliabde are the
hestongal claims we make on behalf of an objeo if it
can be said o have endured continual change * Why
shouldn't our comprehension of the work therefore
be grounded in a theorization of cthe life of dhe object
m time? With this in mind, the simultancous appear-
ance of *MNo Longer Art™ and =In Deed ™ is provoca-
five because 1t draws our attenoon o the breach,
after 1960, berween acsthetic identity and the para-
doxes ot marerial consmoacion

Buily into the significance of the certificate is not
only the starus of the object but the status of object
making. Weiner famously produced a *declararion
ok imvent ™ vo this effect: that a work can exist as bin-
puage only—as a proposition; char it need not be
fabricated or produced, ba, if it is, that auchenticity
will mot require realizasion by the arost’s own hand.
Yet Weiner's edicr, which was formulated in 1968,
already presumes thar the cnisis of the object had
bepun o pass; before it could, any acoount of aes
thetic identity, ar least philosophically speaking,
would have o contend with the problem of making
itself. That this historical problem is oddly impli
cated by the deliberations of the insurance indusery

was made clear by a meaningtul if perhaps inadver
tent resemblance between one aspect of the SAl
project and a key installation work of the mid-"80s,
Mel Bochner's Workisng Diraotrigs and Chober Vesthie
[iimgs on Paper Mot Mecessarly Meant to Be Viewed
a5 Arr, which was mounted at MNew York's S5chool of
Visnal Ares in 1966, There Bochner famously shaowed,
on white wooden pedeseals, four nng binders con

taining photocopies of skerches, mechanical draw

ings, diagrams, noves, and even receipts, many of
them borrowed from =Minmmaliss™ and chesr kin,
including Judd, Flavin, and LeWsee, as well as Dan
Graham, Robert Smithson, and Eva Hesse. Having
been refused sufficient funds for the proper framing
and hanging of such materals, Bochner chose to
exhibir photocopies of the sketches and documenta

vion instead. The Xerox machine (which was iself
represented by a copy of the manufacturer’s diagram

made evervthing conform o standardized dimen

sions (those of the 8% x 11° sheet). The “drawmgs ™
in question constitute nothing like drawing in the
convenrional asstheric sense; they largely qualify,
instead, as mformation. Copyving them and display

ing them in binders amplihed this face. The Woarknrg
Divaweings project is roannely mken vo represent the
very emergence of Conceptualiem, but as much as i
may have signaled the rising tide of Conceptualist
papet, it most also be understood to concern mself
with the issue of craft versus technegue, With
Bochmer, i is less the disappearance of the object that
muarters than the vasiery of wavs—including bt not
limived to the object—in which a viable “work ®
could now be defined. He submits the barrowed
“drawings™ to the same pest that Flavin or LeWitt,
for example, submue the olyect po. ks there 3 “work

ing™ ditference between copy (or photocopy ) and
origimal? If not, then how do we define authorship
when the drawing as a functional thing—of interest
primarily a5 concept or mformation—s oppossd o
the drawing as something that s also valued for
having been handmade? We muest too ask, then,
Under what criteria can we fix such a work accord-
ime cor dare if the hnk betwesn conception and real
izAtion s moot?

A the SATL show, visimors browse Xerox books as
well; here the “ drawings™ in quesnion are docomenis
that—seen in relation o Bochner’s mstallanon of
| dab—represent the work m reverse, now in the
interest of relinguishing the work-as-obsect to the
purgatory of permanent storage. Two different trans-
actions are in play: berween author and fabricaror
and berween object and appraiser. Both implicare
docaments that broker the sdentiry of che work:
again, this means that here acsthetic identiny is parrdy
a qquestion of decree. In the case of Working Drqwines,
there are no orgginal obwcts, only copies—examples
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Arsome point in the passage from
installed object to component parts
and back again, the utilitarian
technological elements of a work
by Dan Flavin are not necessarily
meant to be viewed asart.
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motivated by a work order or a plan. Wich the insur-
ance claim, the unique object is also deprived: I can-
not escape its acrearial fare, despire the status it was
once said to have. Either way, the paper deed is a
kind of *accessory document,” carrying as it does
miore authoricy than the object (bur less aurhoricy
than the work]. One consequence ako concerns the
status, with respect to aesthenc identity, of mediom,
and it still prevails. As | comipose this essay, the new
issuc of Harper's Magazine is running a bricf picce
about an amempt on the part of customs authoritics
in England, begun in 2006, o collect £36,000 in
unpaid duties on works by Flavin and Bill Viola
becawse, dismantled in order to be shipped, the marte-
rials=lighting fixmores and video projectors—fail 1o
qualify as fine am {which is not subject to impon
duryl. London gallery Haunch of Venison, which was
receiving the work, brought the marter ro a UK tax
tribumal in 2008, The tribunal found in the gallery's
favor, but the customs authority, m turn, appealed
the decision o the European Commission, which
ruled mo the contrary in 200k =The customs commit-
tee,” said 3 commussion spokesperson, “looks an rhe
nature of the goods and not at ther use.™ In their
wisdom, customs lawyers explained thar the parts
“only become works of art again when they are put
together for display.” As we would expecr, the art
world's commercial interests dismissavely claim oth-
erwase, bot, in Flavin's case, doesn't the critical his-
tory of the work and the artsst’s radical approach ro
mediam rell us that the commission 1s, with respect
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o the question of ontology, acrually righe? Arsome
point in the passage from installed object o compo-
nent pares and back again, the unlitarian rechnio-
logical elements of a work by Dvan Flavin are not
necessarily meant to be viewed as art.

AS IT HAPPENS, 1966, the year of Working Drawings,
is abso the vear thar a oritical assessment of stares and
authenticity was direcned ar the circumstances of
muskcal performance—and it is one measure of the
estranged state of visual ary chac its changing terms
correspond ro those belonging ro a whole other car-
egory of work. In April 1966, the pianist Glenn
Gould published a long, still somewhar startding
essay in High Fidelity magazine called *The Prospecrs
of Recording,” Gould, a dazzling rechmician, had
renounced live performance and left the stage for good
in 1964, ar the age of thirty-one, In che essay, he char-
acterized this chosce as having been simply inevitable
due o the nsing capabilitics of “clectronic media™—
by which he meant not the elecrronic medium of new
miusic b, in the context of the so-called classical
repertoire, recorded sound. Gould argueed that the
music industry ferishized live performance ro the der-
riment of the recording studio, which, with its vari-
ous acoustical and edining rechniques—above all the
“tape sphice™ —in facr was positioned to lend an
extraordinary level of analynic focss to the interpre-
tation of a score, The studio, ke believed, had
expanded the role of the performer in relation ro the
life of the work. It had also introduced a new figure,

the tape editor, who had emerged as the performer’s
cqual parmmer. Gould called for the full explowtation
of the * possibilities indigenous ro elecrronic means.”
He further remiarked dhar the elecronic iranssmission
of soumnd kad itself tramsformed dhe function of music
in thee life of the lisrening public and had borh recon-
dinoned and repositioned the listener himself. This
“new kind of listener™ now had 1o be scen (given the
manipulations permimed by home audio equipment)
as mothing less than an active pamicipant in the inrer-
pretation of the work.

Geoulds diagnosis was meant o counter an anti-
quared, fraudubent humanism thar supporeed any
appeal, through notkons of wrgency and presence, 1o
the preferabilicy of live performance (he reserved
special scorn for the vogue for “live recording™). It
was with respoct to the changing starus of the perfior-
mance thar he mounted his case, sceording o which
performer and rechnickan together are delepared fab-
ricators of 3 work that o longer depends—than rnst
s depemd—on the kind of authenticity presumably
intrinsic 1o a “bving™ experience of the work. In
another passage from “The Prospects of Recording,™
the consequences of technology were directed at the
influence of recorded performance on a work’s rela-
tion 1o historical time: = The inclination of electronic
media,”™ Gould wrote, *is to extract their content
from historic date.™ Consequently, given “the
responsibilitics of the tape editor,™ the criveria of
chronology and style to which old systems of his-
rorical analvsis were enslaved had become irrelevant.
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S, towy, with the conditions of studie recosding. did
*the individualized informarion concepts which
define{d] the namure of Mentity and authorship™ lose
their grip. Both of these developments coneribured o
a shified apprehension of the historical work itself.
The circumstancss were further heightensd by the cul-
naral pervasiveness of what Gould called *backpround
sound™ (aks Muzak), “Much arivicized and often mis-
understoond,” it represented, for Gould, =an exhaus-
rive compilation of the clichés of post-Renaissance
miusic.” Inirs tumn, background sound represenned a
kind of cramsmissicn thar alse retained “no sense of
hisroric dare.™ Yer it was precisely for this reason thar
it allowed the “cliché residue of all che idioms™ to
become *an intuitive part of our musical vocabulary,”
In this way, Muzak proved o be a ground against
which the extraordinary analbyric intensiry afforded
by studio recording would eventually become even
more pronounoed,

Music has long been recognized as somerhing of
a model for Minimalist and Conceprualist art prac-
tice: The mosical score—a kind of working dreaw-
ing—makes “delegation”™ a given. Gould's essay is,
however, addressed not to the relation of work o
score, but o an onprecedenned onmology of perfor-
mance per s Lo this way, his argument Empinges on
the stamus of the am object. in that it recasts the record-
img, with respect ro the new amenuation of the haman
clement in performance, as a radically propositional
obrject in its own mght. The recorded tape supports a
vast profusion of potential manifeszations and mul-
tiple *authors™ (or fabricators, including rhe [isrener);
given these factors, its relaton vo hisvorcal tume is
thoroughly estranged. As for those fuorescent lamps
and fxmures in London: They may of may not consti-
tute a work by Dan Flavin, and the work's material
existence may or may not be confirmed by the signed
certificare. Once assembled (by other “authors™), the
lamps could be damaged. Are they, then, lost, or can
they simply be replaced? How are we to choose
between a vintage fabrication and a new ome: Is it the
histoncity of the sediemt or of the works concepeual
rerns [the permissibiliey of larer fabrication) thar we
shoukd respect? There are no instroctions for install-
ing the object. Do we rely on precedent? What of che
record shows a multiplicity of precedents, each spe-
cific to the unrecoverable circumstances of a given
rime and place? In Flavin's absence, choices will
always be made on his behalf, with every choice rep-
FESENCNG an interpretation of the work. Content 15
therchy extracted from historscal date, and claims of
the market sorwithstandmg, sdenoty and authorshap
elude even the fantasy of actuarial trach, O
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