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ART, THEORY AND
ACTIVISM IN A TIME OF
AIDS

Beyond Recognition:

Representation, Power, and

Culture

(BERKELEY: UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA
Press, 1992)

BY CrAIG OWENS, EDITED BY SCOTT
Bryson, Bansara KRUGER, LYNME
TiLLmAN, JANE WEINSTOCK

On the Museum’s Ruins
([CAMBRIDGE, MAssacHUSETTS: MIT
Press, 1993)

By Dovcias CRIMP WITH PHOTOGRAPHS
8y Louse LawLER

REVIEW BY GORDOM BRENT
INGRAM

BEYOND

RECOGNITION

-

. i 3
CRAIG OWENS

Over the last twelve years ains has trans-
formed virtually all aspects of our lives.
The impact on sex and sexual politics
alone has been brutally swift and aver-
whelming. The Hiv pandemic exploded at
a time of markedly new stances to the
making of art—in particular, the shift to
“postmodernism,” site specificity and
increasing confrontations with the “cul-
tural autharity" (Owens, p. 166) of
entrenched misogyny, racism and homo-

On the Musenm's I@- #:l

phobia, There have been a lot of Queers
imvolved in “pomao"” theory, some have
died from aips, and all of us have had our
perspectives radically transformed by
what we have seen and lost. Even the
connatations of “pomo” for postmaod-
ernist theory is instructive. It rhymes with
“homo,™ and while does not refer explicitly
to a sexual identity, definitely has provided
aspace to support Queer art and
activism.

ng.lfd Feecognerion and Ow the Musenm’s
Ruins are mot about 2i0s. But they show
that things will never be the same again
and, mare importantly, that what we con-
ceive of as power, place and truth, partie-
ularly in linkages between art, theory and
activism, have been totally transformed
by the contradictory forces of the Hiv pan-
demic, the not-se-benevalent state and
AIDs activism, The confusion, panic and
horrors of the decade of despair, begin-
ning in 1981, forced new theoretical per-
spectives, if only to have mare clues to
the changes imposed on our lives. While
theory is again chic and there is lots of it
being written, Bevond Recognion and Cn
rhe Musewm s Ruins provide the most useful
and clear guides for understanding this
maost contradictory and increasingly
Queer fin-de-siécle. In contrast to the
recent deluge of dry postmedern chitchat
on the book market, these two books are

exceptional in their being “from the
heart," having practical relevance to both
artists and activists.

Craig Owens was a New York critic of rare
visian. His theoretical work was particu-
larly crucial in linking “site specificity”
[pp. 17, 55, 150-186) to postmodernism,
and feminism to gay male politics. Owens
died of complications from AIDS IR 1950,
ngd' Remgm’n'w.l is his posthumous
antholegy and is made up of the many
articles published in such joumals as A#
i Ameriea and October. Maore than any other
art critic in the '8as, he laid the basis for a
radical “pastmodernism,” one that relent-
lessly eritiqued such now by-gone art
mowemeants as “nesexpressionism,”
exemplified by the pseudo-masterly
sketches of now almost forgotten artists
like Jullan Schnabel {p. 148). Owens' early
discussions of site, such as in his 1979
Ogroberessay “Earthwords” (pp. 4o-51) on
Robert Smithson, began to |ay the basis
for today’s emerging concepts of “Oueer
space.” Owens' most rigorous theoretical
contribution was his 1980 “The allegorical
impulse: Towards a thegry of postmod-
ernism," which foreshadowed the impar-
tance of (radical) appropriation of
imagery and guestions of authorship to
the art politics that emerged within ains
activist collectives such as ACT UP, Queer
Mation, and artistfactivist groups like
Gran Fury, Testing the Limits and DIva TV,

Owoens was really the first theoretician to
bring questions of feminism and margin-
alized sexualities into the early notions of
(radical) postmaodernism. More than any-
one, he “decentred” {p. 166) and queered
postmodernism and talked with optimism
about the *coexistence of different cul-
tures” (p. 186). In 1380, he was prophetic
i stating that, if one of the most salient
aspects of our postmodern culture is the
presence of an insistent feminist

voice... theories of postmodernism have
tendad either to neglect or to repress that
vaice” (p. 171).

That it took over a decade for the prob-
lems Owens perceived to be widely recog-
nized sugzests that his vision is increas-
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imgly relevant. One of Cwen's last major
essays, the 1987 “Outlaws: Gay men in
ferminism™ (pp. 218-235), will have
tremendous relevance to alliances
between women and men for years to
come, He charts the meconstruction of the
“legend of the homosexual outlaw,”
Genet for example, and ends the essay
exploring “the media's scapegoating of
homaosexual men for the aips pandemic—
& homophabic tactic which is as threaten-
ing as the disease itself to the welfare of
the entire population.” (p. 232)

When Owens died, we lost one of the few
male visionaries who had carefully
thought out how to build authentic
alliances between women and gay men.

Along with Simon Watney, Douglas Crimp
has been the mast prolific theoretician on
alDs fart/ activism beginning well before
his 1988 AIDS: Cftirel Analysis/ Crlnoral
Activism and 1990 ATDE Demo Graphics On
the Museum’s Ricing is about representation
and appropriation in art, and the decline
of the power of nineteenth-century insti-
tutions, particularly the great museums,
to regulate imagery and interpretations of
culture. His essays were written within
roughly the same period as those of
Owens, Crimp carefully exposes the so-
called "objectivity” of the exhibition and
shows it to be a lie through what he terms
the “return of the repressed” (p. 108).
Crimp covers a wide range of questions
fresm the ‘Bos, including those around the
works of Robert Mapplethorpe and Cindy
Sherman. Early on in O phe Mcieum s
Runts, Crimp states that,

in <uf||1i'o:1bung aesthethc fresponses 1o AlDs, it
is impossible to stay within the miscum and
nat only because the mest foreeful responses

rarehy appear there, A1ps activist art does not
seck primarily re interrupe our notion of arg

itsell but inseead o intervene in a wider arcna
of representation [p 23),

In ather words, the urgency of what was.
originally perceived as “the gay mala
health crisis™ destroyed and re-worked
the old boundaries between art and other
forms of communication In ways that

G

could not be as effectively controlled by
the museum and gallery. Crimp then takes
his eritique much deeper to that of the
biases and censorship of museum and
modernist formalism (p. 25).

If there are remaining gualms about the
necessity of putting a1os and Queer
activist art into the streets, Crimp's 1086
*Redefining site specificity” (pp. 150-1868)
relates it to questions of power and archi-
tecture, The latter parts af On she Misein
Rune suggests various Queer archasolo-
gies (p. 222) where context and place, as
the public site where art is expressed,
became more impartanl than the pseuda-
objectivity of the museum that tends to
"dissemble™ meanings (p. 287). At a time
when art is increasingly being reduced to
private intellectual property, Crimp paor-
tends a contradictory pressure where all
art, if it is to be compelling, is taken 1o the
streets.

To suggest that the main message of
these two books is that critical art theory
in the 'Bos and early "gos was shaped by
the recognition of official negligence in an
epidemic fanned by homophobia misses
their full implications. There was also an
increasing resistance Lo
feminism, globalization

REVIEWS BOOKS

ship. There was a conspiracy of silence
and this silence did and does equal death
for too many. And when conventional
political organizing did little to create new
programs to slow the numbers of infec-
tians, at least the slim line linking art and
theory and activism held some hope.
These books are about building in the
increasingly devastating aftermath while
still only having a limited understanding
of what happened. Beyord Recognition and
O the Musewm s Ruing allude to what is
happening and can happen in the secand
decade of the pandemic when death, loss
and disorientatien is increasing, but
where the percentage of new Hiv infec-
tions in gay men is declining. These wo
books show us how an epidemic provided
one of the crucial bases for the difficult
birth of Queer theory and how what we
conceive of art and theory and activism
has been queered forever mare,

Crawdon Brene Ingram bas been acteee o goy and
lestrian palitical and ewlrural projeces for aver
nwenry vers and fived in San Francisoa in the
eariy ‘B He recerved a .'.I'rJL'rrJr.:rr_,f.i'rM .ﬁ'e‘r'h'.l'f_]
m V989, M re @ member af .'n'u'rqm]’.li}'_lfi.m'rrﬂ!
{,a!.:ff.rs m Sp.:n'_ Famcwirier, o o ,.yl' ArChRIeCT,
desigmers, plammers, artists, and acnves

of capital, and the trendi-
ness of postmodernism
as @ means to scrabble
what remained of the left.
More than any others in
activist art theory in
recent years, these
essays chart the relation-
ships between the pro-
foundly undemocratic
forces that have bean
coalescing and provide
the basis for new strate-
gies. Perhaps these times
will be remembered in
history as much by the
transcultural character of
the pandemic, and the
unmet neads to provide
basic safer sex educa-
tiom, along with the sub-
tleties of state censor-
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The Spirit of Art as Activism

Edired by Mina Felshin

A stunning anchelogy that documents the recent
explosion of arc that agitates for progressive
social change.

[A] weakh of contemparary art historical infirmation-=Public Art Review
[An] essential reference. —Raflex

$18.95 softcover illustraced
ISBM 0-941920-2%-1

MAPPING THE TERRAIMN:
MNew Genre Public Art

Edited by Suzanne Lacy

An explorason of how the new public art reaches
diversa audiences o address issues of race, pender,
hemelessness, ecology. and urbanizaton.

A very ambitious and ispiring book, one that & meant to provoke
debate as well as apprecistion of the new public art and the new
public artist. —P-frm

$18.95 softcover illustrated
ISBM 0-941920-30-5




