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Stone Hill


1

FINANCIALIZATION OF ART

Art has lost its way. Changes that have been emerging for at least half a century have reached the tipping point, and we now find ourselves in the midst of a seismic sociocultural shift whose proportions are impossible to determine. Of the many factors that have contributed to these developments, none is more important than the transformation of the economy that was made both possible and necessary by new media, information, and networking technologies. Ever prescient, Andy Warhol declared in 1975, “Business art is the step that comes after Art.”1 Art and money, of course, have always been inseparable. During the past several decades, however, this relationship has been transformed by the appearance of a new form of capitalism—finance capitalism. This is a genuinely novel phenomenon whose global impact has become undeniable. In previous forms of capitalism (agricultural, industrial, and consumer) people made money by buying and selling labor and material goods; in finance capitalism, by contrast, wealth is created by circulating signs backed by nothing but other signs. When investment becomes more speculative, the rate of circulation accelerates, and the floating signifiers, which now constitute wealth, proliferate. The structure and development of financial markets and the art market mirror each other. As art becomes a progressively abstract play of nonreferential signs, so increasingly abstract financial instruments become an autonomous sphere of circulation whose end is nothing other than itself. When the overall economy moves from industrial and consumer capitalism to finance capitalism, art undergoes parallel changes. There are three stages in this process:

 

Commodification of art

Corporatization of art

Financialization of art

 

At the end of these interrelated trajectories the real seems to have become virtual, and the virtual appears to be real. But just when the circuit seems to be complete, the system implodes, and the real returns.

When Warhol proclaimed art to be business and business to be art, he was acknowledging the overwhelming importance of postwar consumer culture. Not only had the center of the art world shifted from Europe to New York, but the United States had become the world’s dominant economic and military power. The work of many of the most influential artists of the era both reflected and promoted American values and power at home and abroad. Warhol’s artistic appropriation of the images and icons of consumer culture put on display both the machinations of consumer capitalism and the commodification of art that was so vigorously promoted by the burgeoning gallery system. With increasing economic prosperity, art, whose collection and exhibition had long been limited to the church and aristocracy, became the social marker for individuals aspiring to rise above the middle class. But even Warhol could not have anticipated the explosion of the art market by the turn of the millennium.

According to reliable estimates, by 2006 the private art market had reached $25–$30 billion.2 Christie’s and Sotheby’s, the two leading auction houses, reported combined sales of $12 billion, and more than two dozen galleries were doing $100 million in sales annually. This phenomenal growth in the art market was not limited to the United States. Global capitalism created a global art market. Between 2002 and 2006 the global art market grew 95 percent, from $25.3 billion to $54.9 billion. This astonishing growth was fueled by emerging markets in Russia, China, India, and the Middle East. The price of individual works escalated as quickly as the purported value of the financial securities with which they were being purchased. In 2004 Ronald Lauder, chairman of the board of the Museum of Modern Art, purchased Gustav Klimt’s Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I for $135 million, which at the time was the highest price ever paid for a single painting. Three years later Jeff Koons’s Hanging Heart sold at auction for almost $27 million, which was the highest price ever paid for a work by a living artist (Fig. 1.1).3

Koons is the poster boy for this frenzied commodification of art. What began in Warhol’s Factory (1962–68) ends in Koons’s factory, where his cast of one hundred assistants fabricates whatever he imagines. Whether pornographic figurines or cute flower puppies, remarkable craftsmanship characterizes Koons’s art. Just as Warhol, reacting to abstract expressionists, removed hand from work, so Koons further mechanizes the means of production. There is, however, a critical difference between Warhol and Koons. Neither Koons nor his art gives any hint of the irony and parody that lend Warhol’s art its edge. Whereas Warhol’s work unsettles, Koons’s art is eye candy crafted to reassure. Unapologetically embracing banality and freely admitting his ignorance of art history, Koons confesses, “I realized you don’t have to know anything and I think my work always lets the viewer know that. I just try to do work that makes people feel good about themselves, their history, and their potential.” Sounding more like the televangelist and media mogul Joel Osteen than Marcel Duchamp, Koons elaborates: “I think art takes you outside yourself, takes you past yourself. I believe that my journey has really been to remove my own anxiety. That’s the key. The more anxiety you can remove, the more free you are to make that gesture, whatever the gesture is. The dialogue is first with the artist, but then it goes outward, and is shared with other people. And if the anxiety is removed everything is so close, everything is available, and it’s just this little bit of confidence, or trust, that people have to delve into.”4 Confidence, indeed. What is surprising is how many seemingly intelligent and sophisticated people have been taken in by this erstwhile stockbroker and commodities trader’s confidence game.

[image: image]

Figure 1.1 Jeff Koons, Hanging Heart

Having learned his trade on the floor of commodity exchanges, Koons does not move beyond the commodification of art. His exquisitely crafted works have become precious objects whose worth is measured by their rapidly rising exchange value. The next stage in the development of the art market—the corporatization of art—must be understood in two ways. First, in the past two decades many major corporations have appropriated the age-old practice of attempting to increase their prestige by purchasing and displaying art. In many cases companies hire full- or part-time advisers and consultants to develop their collections. Second, and more suggestive, a few enterprising artists have transformed the corporation itself into a work of art. The most interesting example of the corporatization of art is the work of the Japanese artist Takashi Murakami. Like Warhol and Koons, Murakami collapses high and low by appropriating images from popular culture to create oversized sculptures and his signature “Superflat” paintings (see Fig. 1.2). But he has also expanded his artistic practice to create a commercial conglomerate that is functionally indistinguishable from many of today’s media companies, advertising agencies, and leading corporations. In 1996 he founded the “Hiropon Factory,” a professional studio to produce his art, much like the factories of Warhol and Koons. Five years later, Murakami took the game to another level by creating the Kaikai Kiki Co. Ltd., which currently employs more than one hundred people. According to the company website, the goals of this enterprise “include the production and promotion of artwork, the management and support of select young artists, general management of events and projects, and the production and promotion of merchandise.”5 The products marketed range from more-or-less traditional paintings, sculptures, and videos to T-shirts, key chains, mouse pads, cell phone holders, and even $5,000 limited-edition Vuitton handbags. His 2008 exhibition, © Murakami, at the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art included a fully operational Louis Vuitton boutique. It is clear that the art world has come a long way in a short time. When the Guggenheim mounted a show on Armani fashion in 2000–2001, Thomas Krens was vehemently attacked for being crassly commercial and disingenuously entrepreneurial. Now artists openly hawking their wares in museums receive rave reviews from critics who have bought into their game.

[image: image]

Figure 1.2 Takashi Murakami, Eye Love SUPERFLAT

While these practices are innovative, Murakami breaks new ground when he expands his company’s business to create a full-service design and promotion company. Summarizing the trajectory of his work he explains this part of his corporate mission:


Another hurdle I have faced is the difference inherent in Japanese and Western artistic practices, and the frustrating “non-art” status that much of Japanese art bears, both within and outside the country. My first response to this was to market artistic works in non-fine arts media. But after that, I thought: “why not just revolutionize the concept of art itself?” To achieve this, I curated a series of exhibitions: Superflat, Coloriage, and Little Boy, which attempted to portray the lesser-known potential of Japanese artistic creativity by introducing Japanese pop culture creations to an international audience. This approach . . . has become a basic tenet of Kaikai Kiki’s company activities.

Art is the supreme incarnation of luxury entertainment. When creating works, I am extremely attentive to all aspects of the process; not letting a single detail slip by in my quest to imbue works with a true soul. In the management of our artists, we maintain policies and standards for their dealings in the art world, while also keeping flexible and considering projects case-by-case; all with the careers of our artists in mind.6



Having formed a hybrid of a media corporation, advertising company, and talent agency, Murakami dubbed his for-profit corporation a work of art. One of the primary functions of this novel entity is the organization of a biannual art fair in Tokyo, “GEISAI,” which allows clients, that is, young artists, to exhibit their work for a fee. Commenting on his response to Murakami’s LA exhibition, Walead Beshy writes, “It was hard not to appreciate the delirious intricacy of Murakami’s unrepentant entrepreneurialism. His constantly expanding business model has allowed him to parlay his just-over-fifteen-year career into an international corporation whose tentacles extend into a network of alliances spanning the entertainment industry, corporate image consultation, toy manufacturing and high fashion—this aside from the production of art objects. His ability to mold productions (and services) to varying scale into an ornate constellation is as mesmerizing as his willingness to almost selflessly dissolve his own business complex.”7

While Murakami’s corporatization of art is a noteworthy development of the ideas and practices of Warhol and Koons, it does not express the fundamental economic transformation that has taken place since the late 1960s. Beneath the surface of the economic recession brought on by the Vietnam War, President Johnson’s Great Society, and the 1973 oil crisis, changes were occurring that created the conditions for today’s global economy. As I have suggested, what distinguishes financial capitalism from earlier forms of capitalism is that wealth is generated by the circulation of signs grounded in nothing other than themselves rather than by the sale or exchange of material objects or physical labor.8 As this new form of capitalism expands, the production of tangible goods is increasingly displaced by the invention of intangible products. This novel financial system was made possible by a new technological infrastructure. Since the dawn of trading, technological innovation has transformed markets: no metal currency without metallurgy, no paper tender without the paper industry, and no digital money without computers and networks. Furthermore, markets require transportation and communication networks—seaways, roads, railroads, telegraph, telephones, and worldwide webs. In recent decades news, information, and network technologies have created both new products to market and new systems of exchange. Unlike products in the past, these financial instruments are immaterial. While much has been written about the shift from a manufacturing to an information economy, the most important development is consistently overlooked: the distinctive characteristic of our age is not simply the spread of computers but the impact of connecting them. The immateriality of the tokens of exchange and the global reach of trading networks completely transform financial markets.

Computers were first introduced to the trading floor in the late 1970s but were not widely used as instruments for financial decision making for several years. Their full impact was not felt until they were networked. While the first financial networks were proprietary, throughout the 1980s the government policy of deregulation created open networks, which facilitated wider and faster dissemination of information. As the emerging system transformed money into electronic bits circling the globe at the speed of light, markets became prone to ever-greater volatility and risk. With these developments investment strategy changed from identifying profitable companies to managing risk. The theoretical foundation for risk management was developed in 1952 by Harry Markowitz, a twenty-five-year-old graduate student at the University of Chicago. His paper entitled “Portfolio Selection,” later expanded into a book, Portfolio Selection: Efficient Diversification of Investments (1959), fundamentally changed the way investors large and small think about markets and by so doing set the course of much financial economics for the next several decades. His most important innovation was to change the way risk is calculated from analyzing individual stocks to assessing the risk of a portfolio made up of a variety of stocks whose prices are likely to move in different directions. No longer making investment decisions by referring to the fundamentals of a particular company or the actual performance of its stock in the past, Markowitz sought to determine the relative volatility and hence comparative risk of different securities in the portfolio. The efficiency of the portfolio is a function of the differences in the performances of its stocks. It is theoretically possible to hedge risk by buying and holding a diversified portfolio of securities. “The riskiness of a portfolio,” Markowitz argues, “depends on the covariance of its holdings, not on the average riskiness of the separate investments.”9 In matters of risk the whole is sometimes less than the sum of the parts.

The complexity of the mathematical equations with which Markowitz developed his theory obscures the far-reaching implications of the change in the way value is determined. Portfolio theory involves a shift from a referential to a relational notion of value. Traditional investors calculated the expected return on investments by analyzing the fundamentals of particular companies or commodities and predicting whether their price would go up or down. In portfolio theory, by contrast, value is determined by risk relative to other assets. The performance of an individual stock matters less than the way its price moves in relation to other securities in the portfolio. The trick of the trade is to balance the expected return on individual assets with the contribution of different securities to overall portfolio performance.10

At the time Markowitz formulated his theory, the use of computers had not spread much beyond the military and universities. It was therefore difficult if not impossible to do the calculations necessary to determine the covariance of risk in a variety of securities. By the 1980s, the growing use of computers and expansion of networks made it possible to calculate risk and execute trades in real time. As I have noted, these networks also increased the volatility of asset prices and thereby created a greater need to manage risk efficiently. This need was met by a proliferation of new financial instruments (options, swaps, repos, collateralized debt obligations, and so forth), which were made possible by the very information and networking technologies that were creating instability. The marketing and trading of these instruments required the development of additional mathematical models to determine their value and predict their performance. The effective deployment of Markowitz’s portfolio theory would not have been possible without the development of William Shape’s “Capital Asset Pricing Model” and Fischer Black’s and Myron Scholes’s “Theory of Rational Option Pricing.” As derivatives became more abstract and the mathematical formulae for the trading programs more complex, markets began to lose contact with anything resembling the real economy. Contrary to expectation, products originally developed to manage risk increased market volatility, intensifying the very uncertainty investors were trying to avoid. As derivatives were continuously bought and sold in highly leveraged, computer-mediated arbitrage deals for which twenty minutes was considered a long-term investment, markets lost touch with reality. With virtual currencies and e-money circulating through ethernets at ever-greater speed, financial markets began to resemble a postmodern play of signs, which, for any rational investor, should have appeared to be a risky confidence game.

The globalization of financial networks created a speculative frenzy that was fueled by escalating leverage. Rather than borrowing money to build houses and factories or expand inventory as had been done in the past, investors started borrowing money to invest in financial assets. At the same time, there was a change in the nature and amount of collateral (the amount of liquid assets required to secure a loan). Instead of using material assets (e.g., house, factory, or inventory) or cash to secure the loan, lending institutions began the practice of accepting the securities purchased with the loan as collateral for the loan. Furthermore, the percentage of the loan required for collateral decreased dramatically. This practice involves an obvious danger. When the value of the security goes down, the amount of collateral decreases, triggering a margin call in which lenders require borrowers to post additional collateral to compensate for the decrease in the value of their original collateral. But with almost no liquid assets, and security values falling, meeting the margin call becomes impossible. When the failure of Long-Term Capital Management brought the global economy to the brink of collapse in 1998, the company was leveraged 33:1; by the time of the financial collapse in the fall of 2008, leverage had in some cases grown to a staggering 100:1. Many of these “structured investment vehicles” used to increase leverage were offshore entities formed by banks to hold assets off their balance sheets. While borrowing to speculate is profitable when markets are rising, it is catastrophic when they are falling.

Changes in mortgage lending practices in the past several decades underscore the gravity of these developments. Traditionally, most mortgages were issued by local savings and loan institutions, and the real estate purchased with the loan served as collateral. There was a presumed correspondence between the amount of the loan and the actual value of the real asset. In semiotic terms the value of the monetary signifier (the loan) was determined by its reference to a material signified (the house). But all of this changed in 1981. Continuing economic problems throughout the 1970s created a crisis for savings and loan institutions. To address this escalating crisis, Congress passed legislation intended to help S&Ls by allowing them to sell their low-rate long-term mortgage loans and to use the income from the sales to invest or loan at higher rates. These mortgages were bundled and sold as bonds known as Ginnie Maes through the Government National Mortgage Association (GNMA). The GNMA bought mortgages guaranteed by the Federal Housing Administration, the Department of Veterans Affairs, and Farmers Home Administration and sold them as securities. The Federal National Mortgage Association (FNMA) also purchased mortgages from lenders and resold them to investors as securities known as Fannie Maes. At first hundreds and then thousands of these individual mortgages were combined into large pools called Collateralized Mortgage Obligations, or CMOs. These pools then issued a series of different tranches or investment-grade rated debt, each of which had different levels of risk and, correspondingly, different rates of return. Each tranche (except the bottom tranche) was rated by one of the two nationally recognized credit rating agencies, Standard & Poor’s or Moody’s Investors Service. The bottom tranche was unrated and considered to be equity. These ratings were based on complex mathematical formulae that relied on the underlying credit scores, known as FICO scores, of the homeowners who held each individual mortgage owned in the pool. Unfortunately, these FICO scores had never been tested in a recession or a housing downturn and turned out to be unreliable indicators of the ability of homeowners to service their mortgages when the U.S. housing market began to fall apart in 2006. These securities were repeatedly traded on secondary markets among institutional investors (banks, retirement funds, municipalities, states, and sovereign wealth funds), as well as a growing number of hedge funds. These products created significant demand for mortgage paper that had not previously existed. Moreover, because the mathematical assumptions on which these structures were based turned out to be flawed, these products ended up increasing rather than decreasing market volatility and risk.

For example, billions of dollars of CMOs consisting entirely of subprime mortgages (mortgages issued to borrowers with shaky credit histories) ended up experiencing higher numbers of defaults in their underlying mortgage pools than the models on which they were based had predicted. As a result, many of these transactions defaulted, causing significant losses for the institutional investors that owned the different tranches of their debt. The end result of the securitization of mortgages was a precarious pyramid scheme. John Geanakoplos explains how pyramiding leads to a relative shrinkage of collateral:


Wall Street took the whole operation a step further by buying big mortgage pools and then splitting them into different prices or “tranches,” which summed up the whole. These derivative prices [are] called collateralized mortgage obligations (CMOs) because they are promises secured by pools of individual promises, each of which is backed by a physical house. . . . There is a pyramiding of promises in which the CMO promises are backed by pools of promises, which are backed by individual promises which are backed by physical homes. The streams of promises sometimes come together when many promises are pooled to back other promises, and sometimes split apart when one (derivative) promise is tranched into many smaller promises. . . .

. . . Pyramiding occurs when an agent A puts up collateral for his promise to B, and then B in turn uses A’s promise to him, and hence in effect the same collateral for a promise he makes to C, who, in turn, reuses the same collateral for a promise to D. Mortgage[s] pass[ed] through securities offer a classical example of pyramiding. Pyramiding naturally gives rise to chain reactions, as default by Mr. A ripples through, often all the way to D.11



The collapse of this pyramid scheme, which began in 2007, brought the global economy to the point of terminal meltdown by the fall of 2008. As market models based on abstract mathematical formulae drove trading in financial instruments that were increasingly virtual, the so-called real economy seemed to fade into insignificance. But just as borrowing to speculate in financial assets makes sense when stocks are rising but not when they are falling, so borrowing and the use of excessive leverage for property purchases is prudent when home values are rising but foolish when they are falling. In the absence of responsible regulatory oversight and with government policies encouraging home ownership for people who could not afford it, the housing bubble was a disaster waiting to happen. The same global networks that make it possible for financial assets to proliferate so rapidly also make it possible for them to disappear very quickly. When the pyramid cracked, the effects ripped through the global economy with unprecedented speed. The preoccupation with virtual capital, Ethernets, and computer clouds led people to forget that, in the final analysis, everything hinges on real estate. What makes this crisis unique is not only its scale but the way it calls into question the viability of the form of finance capitalism that has emerged in the past thirty years.

But what does all of this have to do with art? Though few have made the connection, developments in the art market have been following the changing investment strategies in financial markets. The global growth in the art market parallels the worldwide spread of finance capitalism. In recent years the value of art assets has risen at least as fast as, and often faster than, real estate or financial assets. This growth has, of course, been driven by the exponential increase in wealth among those who most benefit from the new financial system. Accounts of newly rich hedge fund managers buying art at ridiculously inflated prices fill the press. This preoccupation with celebrity collectors, however, obscures a more interesting and important development. While buying prestige by purchasing art, as many have in the past, the titans of finance capitalism are also transforming the art market through the financialization of art. This is being done by applying the same investment strategies to art as they have to managing their hedge funds and private equity firms.

Speculating in art is not, of course, new. In one of the most intriguing investment schemes in recent history the Japanese industrialist Ryoei Saito purchased Van Gogh’s Portrait of Dr. Gachet in 1990 for the then record price of $82.5 million. Immediately after taking possession of the painting, he secured it in a climate-controlled vault, where it remained for seven years. By 1993 Saito’s financial empire had fallen apart, and he pled guilty to the charge of bribery, for which he received a three-year suspended sentence. Since his death in 1996, the location and ownership of the painting have remained a mystery. This investment strategy clearly treats art like any other commodity purchased for speculative purposes.

The investment game changes significantly when art is regarded as a financial asset rather than as a consumer commodity. Speculators in the art market have recently established hedge funds and private equity funds for the purchase and sale of art. These funds extend the principles of finance capitalism to art. While I will consider the details of these new funds in more detail in chapter 5, in this context it is important to understand how their basic operational principles are related to practices in security markets and private equity ventures. Let us return to the example of mortgages. As we have seen, since the early 1980s mortgages have been securitized as collateralized mortgage obligations (CMOs) so that they can be bought and resold in secondary and tertiary markets. Although the value of these derivatives is supposed to be determined by the value of the underlying asset (i.e., the price of the real estate), in a rising market the value of the derivative increases relative to the collateral on which it is based. With the growing volatility of financial markets, investors attempt to hedge their bets by trading derivatives using different variations of portfolio theory. When mortgages are bundled and tranched, the evaluation of risk has nothing to do with the value of a particular asset but is calculated using mathematical formulae to determine the statistical probability of defaults of the underlying mortgages. With this practice the derivative drifts farther and farther from its underlying asset until the virtual and the real seem to be completely decoupled.

Private equity funds use a variation of this model. Investors in these funds make money by buying undervalued companies, bringing in new management to restructure them and then breaking up different divisions and selling them off as separate companies. In this case the wager is that the value of the parts is greater than the value of the whole. Investors in private equity funds commit a certain amount of capital for an agreed-upon time. At the end of that period they can reclaim their principle and receive a percentage of the fund’s profits or absorb a percentage of the losses. For their services fund managers take an up-front 2 percent management fee and share of the profits but, remarkably, do not share the losses. In addition to this, most firms charge a substantial transaction fee each time they purchase a company, which is generally split in some fashion between the manager and the investors. Permissive accounting policies make it difficult to assess the performance of private equity funds. For example, private equity funds are subject to highly subjective standards in valuing their markets, and managers of these funds often have a great deal of discretion in determining the value of their holdings. Sometimes, when a fund performs poorly, it is simply shut down and the losses not reported. Thus, public reports on the performance of hedge and private equity funds are highly misleading.

Some enterprising investors have directly appropriated this model and are applying it to the art market. London financier Philip Hoffman, for example, has established Fine Art Management Services Ltd., which speculates in art rather than stocks. This strategy securitizes works of art in the same way that CMOs securitize mortgages. Just as mortgages are bundled and sold as bonds, so works of art are bundled and sold as shares of a hedge fund. In other words, rather than owning an individual work of art, or several works of art, an investor owns an undivided interest in a group of art works. In these schemes, what is important is not the real value of the company, commodity, or artwork but the statistical probability of its price performance within a specified time frame relative to other portfolio holdings. Furthermore, insofar as investors hedge bets by using portfolio theory, the value of any particular work of art is determined by its risk quotient relative to other works of art held by the fund. Like investors in CMOs, who know nothing about the actual real estate holdings whose mortgages they own, investors in art hedge and private equity funds know nothing about the actual artworks in which they are investing. There is nothing to prevent investors in art funds from selling their shares to other investors, thereby creating secondary and tertiary markets. As trading accelerates, derivatives (fund shares) and underlying assets (artworks) are once again decoupled, creating a quasi-autonomous sphere of circulating signs in which value constantly fluctuates.

This financialization of art is a genuinely new phenomenon that even Warhol could not have predicted. If “business art is the step that comes after Art,” then “being good in business is the most fascinating kind of art.”12 While Warhol, Koons, and Murakami recognized profits to be made by the commodification of works of art, some artists are now attempting to take advantage of the opportunities created by the financialization of art. The most prominent representative of the financialization of art is Damien Hirst. What is important about Hirst is not the entanglement of his career with the financial success of the hedge fund manager Steven A. Cohen but his creation of works of art specifically designed for new financial markets. An article published in the New York Times in 2007 observes that Hirst “has gone from being an artist to being what you might call the manager of the hedge fund of Damien Hirst’s art.”13 The most ostentatious example of his strategy was the production and marketing of his $100 million diamond-studded skull cynically entitled For the Love of God (Fig. 1.3).

The financial machinations surrounding the sale of this work were as complex and mysterious as a high-stakes private equity deal. One year later Hirst mounted his own sale at Sotheby’s in London at the precise moment that global financial markets were collapsing. Though the sale was an enormous financial success, it is clear that this unlikely event marked the end of a trajectory that had been unfolding since the end of the Second World War.14 There are, predictably, some critics who argue that Hirst, like Koons, is, in fact, satirizing or criticizing the market from which he profits so handsomely. While this argument is plausible in the case of Warhol, the art of Koons and Hirst, like the critics who promote it, has lost its critical edge. When the art bubble bursts, the value of their art will plummet as rapidly as the virtual assets with which it is purchased. If each era gets the art it deserves, then the age of finance capitalism deserves the carcass of a rotting shark that no amount of formaldehyde can preserve. The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living harbors a lesson worth noting: reality might not be completely virtual after all, and, far from impossible, death is unavoidable.

[image: image]

Figure 1.3 Damien Hirst, For the Love of God

The commodification, corporatization, and financialization of art represent the betrayal of principles and values that have guided artists for more than two centuries. The notion of modern art and related ideas of the avant-garde emerged in Germany during the last decade of the eighteenth century.15 In the wake of the failure of the French Revolution, idealistic philosophers and romantic poets were forced to reconsider the interrelation of religion, art, and politics. In his Athenaeum Fragments, published in Jena between 1798 and 1800, Friedrich Schlegel writes: “The revolutionary desire to realize the kingdom of God on earth is the elastic point of progressive civilization and the beginning of modern history. Whatever has no relation to the kingdom of God is of strictly secondary importance.”16 When religion and politics failed to realize what many imagined as the kingdom of God on earth, artists and philosophers fashioned new strategies, which more than two centuries later continue to shape our world. M. H. Abrams effectively summarizes these developments: “To put the matter with the sharpness of drastic simplification: faith in an apocalypse by revelation had been replaced by an apocalypse by revolution, and this now gave way to faith in an apocalypse by imagination [i.e., art] or cognition [i.e., philosophy]. In the ruling two-term frame of Romantic thought, the mind of man confronts the old heaven and earth and possesses within itself the power, if it will but recognize and avail itself of the power, to transform them into a new heaven and new earth, by means of a total revolution of consciousness.”17 From this point of view art is a transformative practice that is insistently critical. We will see in chapter 2 that Friedrich Schiller defines the task of the avant-garde by translating Kant’s interpretation of the beautiful work of art into a social practice. The challenge, Schiller declares, is to transform the world into a work of art. As Schlegel has suggested, the realization of the artistic utopia would be the fulfillment of the kingdom of God on earth.

The commodification, corporatization, and financialization of art subvert this artistic mission. When the artist becomes a commodities trader, corporate executive, or hedge fund manager, criticism gives way to complicity in an economy that absorbs everything designed to resist it. With asset values rising at an unprecedented rate, the market seems to be omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent. But just at this moment of apparent triumph, the bubble bursts, and everything must be reevaluated. Though profoundly unsettling, the collapse of finance capitalism creates the opportunity for a reassessment of values that extend far beyond money and art.

In the following pages I explore the work of four important artists who have been overlooked in the market frenzy of the past several decades. Joseph Beuys, Matthew Barney, James Turrell, and Andy Goldsworthy are the antithesis of Jeff Koons, Takashi Murakami, and Damien Hirst. Rather than producing work that is readily marketable and highly profitable, they create art that makes absolutely no economic sense. Indeed, this work is designed not to be marketable. In some cases works are site-specific and geographically remote; in others they are fashioned to be impermanent and unreproducible.18 In a world where reality is increasingly virtual, these artists are committed to media that are insistently material: fat, honey, beeswax, Vaseline, ice, leaves, trees, dirt, stone, and volcanic ash. In this matter they find stirrings of the elemental—earth, air, fire, and water—whose rhythms cannot be absorbed in clouds of data. As they elaborate their visions, these artists draw on different spiritual traditions: Beuys, anthroposophy; Barney and Goldsworthy, Celtic mythology; and Turrell, Quakerism and Hopi mythology. All four artists have an abiding faith in the capacity of an “apocalypse of the imagination” to transform first the self and then the world. Though these artists share important preoccupations, the story I tell is not one of influence. Rather, I have attempted to create a dialogue among important figures whose work can productively illuminate the critical choices we face in the moment in which we find ourselves. Since the personal and the political can never be separated, Refiguring the Spiritual is also the story of shifts in my own thinking that have resulted from experiences that extend far beyond the worlds of finance and art.19

With so much hanging in the balance, the future seems more uncertain than ever. There is a palpable anxiety afoot today that I have never before experienced. The crisis of confidence plaguing individuals and institutions is a crisis of faith. We no longer know what to believe or whom to trust. At such a moment art might seem an unlikely resource to guide reflection and shape action. If, however, God and the imagination are, as Wallace Stevens insists, one, then perhaps art can create an opening that is the space of hope. The wager of this book is that by refiguring the spiritual, art might redeem the world.
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