1280 C

1Y 3713 50 :1'Nn

0 02320000002 1




WY1
man
30 Y O17X

bt

A"V se.007-682-2 o0 niny

]
TTEN
maani
vmaom

mana 37 19um maana 11vn ninna

miini oM é‘]"‘l!

NIEON ACTHYT 07 e

n*anin niraan%? n

1280C

NIy 1171

X9 113

IN 17 OU'9IM 1IN O TAINTA A713810 TINN 933V 073301 097910 0°'W119 0INXY X 11T
NV O INT NYIAT TANTAT L TTRIN A1ATT ,137W a0 09198 71997 ,7000 :09vn
I8 71930 Y IX,ann

Y1 1YY O1YTI NI INART TR 939 70 .13wnna X13219 08N N 937 10 anva
NV NV 739

"3 O KW 11T a7 117971 ,Mm3a i SN Y .0aXa JY 10 8 NmI3 nana
N"INY 1910 IV A'100°7 0 1°2 U0 "N1370 1737 . M300 11737 131031 manan
JI'WR 1930 NP3 713033 13n3a QY9 .13 1PNt T'YNa7 RIY X1 -

113 ."MI7NA TOAEAN 990 73901 917N 13710 01370 1XIN SI0IY2 09U I8an 'yxaa
13X719 WY A31NKRT OV AXIAY 508D O''YAIa 003180 TNR 130 2R 1 Jwng am
JTI0 AT OVAT .01"093 AR T a91mm

- "TII02 13'22 NANXRAT 1317903 117°23 NNRA - O°X0 IRY O1IAND MY Y 10'mT1av3
JYIN M0N0 IV 0UN'0 NIXOYD WEN

1IN N1 13vnng amn

JTIRXT 1T On X))

130 ANy

MuML Ao

179V, 011V TR 213 9718, T INIYT TIAN,1TYITA 10 N30 11001390 7171'Y 1Y N3Ny "0 a0 N3y
13'1Y D197 :01371 0197 079 7"997I2 119 :00p0 NI 40 1"TIL0 010 MITT 1901 '371 21XV 1119 931,01V

INIY PP INR NTIAN /7 07X OUIAN TNy 30



n*aniAn An11INY? Ny ana

1280 C

o'J"y 131N

0'1n3Jn m3Iwnd namn3
caai@bezeqint.net
1280 - MIA1AN :XY1 1"XT NI

uy

113 33
mna YW a1
O IONIT TTINN

u7

I Y
M7y 719
O71X7 N1

52

1IBPa A71%an




n'nI1P*an 11*Nn3a v 133730
0J1110 119X IV 91ua I17010 IN

The Economics of the Critical Article, or,
the Circuitous Route of the Oozlum Bird

caaEEE—
Moyra Elliott

I don’t know how far the legendary Oozlum bird has spread
culturally, but in my part of the world, it is an apocryphal winged
creature that, when attempting to unravel the intransigent dilemma,
flies in ever decreasing circles until it disappears up into its own
fundamental orifice. In similar fashion, my talk today will follow
a circuitous route that leads to or elucidates aspects of critical
writing. | trust | shall not likewise disappear...

Writing what is currently called the “Critical Article” has to start
with some agreement about what that is. That word “critical” is
something of an obstacle, for to many it simply means making
severe or negative judgements —being mean—when really it’s the
second dictionary definition—being analytical, penetrating, and
precise about the subject at issue, be it an individual’s work, an
exhibition or almost any topic in contemporary ceramics—that
should be applied. It’s that simple—and also that complex, but
first, let’s step back a little and look at why we in ceramics have

not really developed a strong tradition of critical writing, unlike
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seriously are powerfully seductive factors that make ceramicists
want what they perceive that the fine arts have.

On the other hand, the creator of fine art does not have much
of the supportive cosy relationships and positive aspects-only
type of magazine articles that the craftsperson has. They expect,
and accept among other things, the critical article with its more
rigorous examination of their work or event.

It’s not possible to have it all ways. One cannot desire status and
economic privileges while expecting articles that read like they
have been written by the artist’s best friend. There’s that old
saying about “be careful what you wish for...”.

So, what is it, this “critical article”?

Paul Mathieu claims it consists of description, contextualisation
and analysis, and then evaluation.

Any description should be done succinctly, ignoring what can
clearly be seen in any accompanying images that are to be used.
The writer must go for what is not immediately obvious to the
reader, for example, tactility or the haptic experience.

Meaning, of course, that the writer has to be there.
Contextualisation should cover where, when, and how the piece
operates and for whom? What are its connections with history—
the history of ceramics or to other histories—and does it do this
effectively?

Analysis asks what this work is about. How does it connect with
other experiences that deal with similar content? What are the
intents?

Then finally, some evaluation. Could it be better? What are its
strengths and weaknesses? Does it deliver on its promises and
intentions? What, if anything, was lacking or insufficiently resolved,
or what was superfluous or unnecessary? Was there anything that
was superbly manifested and as accomplished as anyone could
manage for the topic?

In other words, some opinion is required.

It’s unlikely that all of these will be covered in equal depth: all will
be thought about in equal depth and probably researched in equal
depth, but in the end, the writer must make a call about where the
emphasis should lie. For this particular work, exhibition, event, or
circumstance, what is it that the reader should know? The writer
should take into account that the reader may not be able to see
the exhibition, but if they can, he must tell them why they would
wish to. As Roberta Smith, arts writer for the NY Times, said at

Critical Santa Fe a couple of years ago:
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many other areas under the wide umbrella called art.

Working in a craft medium, we are linked into a long-standing
network of alternative cultural movements. Post-war growth
coincided with anti-war, anti-urban, hippie and, later, environmental
sensibilities offering the potential for alternative lifestyles, a return
to nature, a life in creative pastimes and an escape from the rat
race: a first-time, real alternative to the lives our parents led. Then,
work was sold directly from the gate, or through a cooperative or
a network of craft outlets and specialist retail galleries. Being an
integral part of such lifestyles and cosy relationships, craft has
been imbued with alternative values favouring cooperation and
support rather than competition and judgment or hierarchies
based on ideas of good and bad or success and failure.

So, a dominant idea within craft media practices is that the work
created is a form of personal expression and that ceramics is
about self-actualisation—a way of bringing forth the maker’s
inner self. When an object is understood this way, it is difficult to
make a distinction between the work and its maker. Therefore, any
criticism of the work becomes a criticism of the person who made
it and thus becomes, or can be taken as, personal. And we don’t
do that in our corner of the art world.

Articles in magazines used to be supportive and aimed at positive
publicity, and the task of the writers was viewed as explaining
the artist’s work in a more structured, objective or lyrically poetic
manner than perhaps the artist might. So the writer was, ostensibly,
working for the artist. Magazine articles were used by both artists
and galleries to demonstrate the artist’s worth to potential clients.
Thus, writers could in fact be paid by the artist or the gallery as
part of an economic chain that was not seen as compromised.
Times have changed. Our formerly supportive community has
fallen on hard times for a variety of reasons and, in turn, competition
has increased and pressure falls upon the media to publicise
work. Initially, more publicity was seen as all that was needed
to correct the problematic situation. Also, in many countries, we
now have ceramics being taught in institutions of higher learning,
turning it into a respected art rather than something learned with
a neighbour’s kind advice or at local art society classes. Ceramic
artists look with justifiable envy at prices received for work
produced from a period of education similar to the scale of the
student’s debt, but which enters the art market under the rubric
of fine art. They also note how the art hierarchies work in terms of

prestige and consequence. Fiscal return, status, and being taken
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purposeful critical writing about ceramics by offering better
description, fuller contextualisation, more thorough analysis, and
then a balanced evaluation. It takes much longer to write this type
of article, but | believe we are seeing more such articles all the
time. We have now a small group of international writers —some
working for institutions and some independent (and we need
both!)—who, having spotted the gaps in the critical review of
crafts and noted the overcrowded fine arts arena, have taken on
this challenge. At present, it is largely a learning path for all: for
those who have crossed over from being makers, to those who are
graduates in theory and history and who must acquire knowledge
of our culture.

If I may quote something | read recently:

“Criticism doesn’t mean delivering petty, ill-tempered, Simon
Cowell-like putdowns. It doesn’t necessarily mean heaping scorn.
It means making fine distinctions. It means talking about ideas,
aesthetics, and ethics as if these things matter, and they do. Our
critical faculties are what make us human.”

More recently, | read in the Critical Craft Forum that the Journal
of Modern Craft (JMC) plans to publish blog posts on relevant
themes, “thus nurturing a global network of craft writers”. Well, |
don’t see how that nurturing process will take place, but | await
further information with interest. At least, it’s an interesting reversal
from the usual scenario of the web acquiring content from print
media. But the JMC does not pay for submissions, thus limiting
contributors largely to academics on institutional salaries or those
of independent means who are happy just having their name in
print. This makes the JMC wide-ranging in one sense, in that all
crafts, even the quite obscure, are included. But it is restricted in
another sense, as academics writing for other academics is self-
limiting and often of little interest to practitioners in our arena. In
that higher-learning arena, publication is all. But do we want all,
or most, intelligent texts to be colonised by academia? Would it
not be better to be more stringent with what is included in our own
textual documents published in our own print media?

Already, Ceramics Art and Perception has placed limitations on
contributions from practitioners writing about their own work.
Instead, the magazine is trying to deal with topical issues and find
the right writer for a particular task. On the other hand, pay rates do
not depend on the length of the article, thus encouraging shorter
texts and possibly reducing the scrutiny of an issue. Nevertheless,

changes are taking place already in our part of the arena, and that
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“I thought that | was on the artist’s side explaining what they
were trying to get across. You were always sort of working for the
artist. ... Then | realized | was on the opposite side. It was very
liberating. Your readers become very real and your obligation to
them supersedes all others.”

That’s the writer’s job and that’s where the responsibility lies: to the
reader. And this is where the circular nature of economics enters
because it is not the reader who pays for the writing. Except,
perhaps, indirectly, by purchasing the magazine.

Who, actually, is paying for the writing? If not the reader, that leaves
three other possibilities: the artist whose work is being reviewed (if
that is the subject of the article); the editor of the magazine which
commissioned the article; or the management of the exhibition or
event. Clearly the artist should not be expected to pay for a critical
review, especially since negative comments would be viewed as
problematic.

Editors have a responsibility to their readers: as a matter of fact,
one might think that herein lies their principal responsibility.
But they are also responsible to the management, owners, and
shareholders of their publication, and this group might perceive
that the editors’ main responsibility is to the advertisers. But what
would this mean if advertisers have paid for publicity about an
event that subsequently receives some unfavourable criticism in
the very same publication? Will they take their business elsewhere
in the future? If so, where? Is the editor expected to be alert to
such possibilities?

| feel bound to state here that a critical article regarding ceramics
should not be the same as one for fine arts. Craft media don’t have
a long tradition of critical discourse because this term specifically
refers to a way of thinking about and valuing fine art.

Craft is not the same as fine art. It has a very different history and
different values, and it does not involve the same level of focus on
concept or idea that fine art does. However, it is concerned with a
sophisticated understanding of materials and a high level of skill,
and it is driven by issues such as function and production and
has a much closer relationship to the marketplace. These aspects
make crafts distinctive and powerful and, for these reasons, craft
can’t sustain—and doesn’t deserve—the same kind of theorizing
or critical discourse that fine art can. To apply fine art theory to
craft is to misunderstand what craft is about.

But that is not to say that critical writing about ceramics should

be done away with altogether. | believe that we can produce
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is a positive thing. So onward and upward perhaps?
Anthropologist Nicholas Thomas states, “Art is not an instrument
but an arena — one in which artworks, critical discourse, institutions
and markets are often uncomfortable with each other’s claims”.
This ends my talk, but I'd like to finish with some questions that
arose in the discussions that took place after this talk was aired
the first time.

How central is advertising to editorial affairs at art publications,
despite assertions of impregnable firewalls separating them?
Should art publications feature more writing about conflicts
of interest involving collectors, museum boards, exhibition
committees, competition juries and the like?

Should writers accept gifts of artworks from artists or dealers?
Should they write about artists whose work they own? Should
publications establish ethical guidelines about these matters?
Should art writers make disclosures about the above in reviews
or essays?

Should editors arrange to pass along some of their expense-
paid invitations to attend exhibitions/competitions to writers to
encourage more critical writing about an event rather than merely
a mention in an editorial?

Should public or private galleries encourage a more probing and
critical attitude in the catalogue essays they commission?

Does this depend upon the subject? Should, perhaps, a
retrospective of a life’s labour be written about in a more positive
light, whereas a survey of work which is still evolving be, perhaps,

more critically engaged? @

Moyra Elliott is a curator and writer based in Auckland, New Zealand. Her most recent
major curatorial project was, as inaugural winner of the world’s first ceramics curatorial
competition in 2009 an exhibition the Taiwan International Ceramics Biennale in 2010,
featuring 43 artists from 27 countries. Her most recent writing/speaking engagements
were at the International Academy of Ceramics Assembly in Santa Fe, New Mexico,
USA, and also at Subversive Clay: The Australian Ceramics Triennale in Adelaide,
Australia, in 2012.
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