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A	few	years	ago,	during	a	break	from	teaching,	I	was	enjoying	my	favorite	
snack:	a	madeleine	dipped	in	espresso.	One	of	my	students	asked	me	what	
I	was	eating.	A	madeleine,	I	said.	I	explained	that	it	was	an	important	part	
of	the	history	of	literature,	that	in	Marcel	Proust’s	Remembrance of Things 
Past,	the	act	of	dipping	a	madeleine	into	lime-tree	tea,	or	tilleul,	released	
the	totality	of	the	author’s	memories	of	his	childhood	and	the	meaning	of	
the	work	he	was	undertaking.	“Oh,”	my	student	said	as	he	walked	away,	“I	
learned	something	new	today.”	“About	Proust?”	I	said	hopefully,	ever	the	
pedagogue.	“About	a	new	cookie,”	he	said.
	 This	book	is	not	exactly	about	new	cookies.
	 It	 is	 perhaps	 a	 liability	 to	 advertise	 that	 to	 my	 prospective	 readers!	
People	are	interested	in	books	that	will	give	them	a	heads-up	on	the	next	
cookie—I	look	for	such	volumes	myself.	But,	in	fact,	most	books	are	about	
the	past:	only	the	 journalistic	publishing	cycle	and	Internet	manifesta-
tions	occur	in	the	present,	everything	else	is	by	necessity	retrospective	or	
predictive.	In	a	culture	focused	on	the	celebrity	of	the	new,	there	may	be	
some	material	of	interest	nestled	elsewhere.
	 The	first	several	pages	of	Proust’s	Du côté de chez Swann	are	devoted	to	
an	extended,	detailed	to	the	point	of	being	soporific,	description	of	the	
mechanics	of	falling	asleep.	I	considered	reading	it	aloud	to	my	class	that	
year	but	thought	that	the	slow	pace	would	seem	like	abuse	to	them.	Yet	we	
all	need	sleep,	we	yearn	for	deep	and	restful	sleep;	desperate,	we	skip	the	
stages	of	experience	described	by	Proust	and	just	reach	for	the	Ambien.
	 In	this	space	bracketed	by	artificial	stimulation	and	sedation,	I	want	
to	address	artists	who	are	encouraged	on	many	fronts	to	operate	in	a	lim-
ited	field	of	new	cookies	by	exploring	instead	the	potential	of	a	critical	
but	productive	temporal	counterpoint,	a	constant	movement	between	the	
undertow	of	the	past	beneath	the	wave	of	the	present,	and	the	powerful	
counterflow	of	the	present	over	reiterations	of	the	past	in	contemporary	
artworks	and	ideologies.	Contested	histories,	networks	of	influence,	and	
feedback	loops	of	recurrent	tropes	emerge	as	major	themes.
	 As	my	writing	of	this	book	was	slowed	by	rapidly	shifting	ideological	
conditions,	the	effects	of	epochal	disasters,	religious	and	market	funda-
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mentalisms,	personal	grief,	and	minute	pleasures	on	art	and	on	the	daily	
life	of	individuals	deepened	my	initial	general	interest	in	writing	about	
“the	past”	as	a	space	with	material	of	value	for	contemporary	artists.
	 In	1997	I	published	Wet: On Painting, Feminism, and Art Culture,	a	col-
lection	of	essays	written	during	the	previous	decade,	from	the	mid-1980s	
to	the	mid-1990s.	My	overarching	premise	in	those	diverse	writings	was	
that	feminist	politics,	engagement	with	the	many	critical	discourses	then	
telegraphically	described	as	“theory,”	and	a	commitment	to	the	discipline	
of	painting	were	not	mutually	exclusive	concerns.	The	essays	in	Wet	traced	
my	intervention	as	an	artist	and	writer	into	a	particular	set	of	polemic	
conditions,	beginning	 in	the	early	1980s,	at	the	same	time	that,	 in	the	
spirit	of	that	contentious	but	 intellectually	charged	moment,	 I	also	co-
founded	the	journal	M/E/A/N/I/N/G	with	Susan	Bee.	I	wrote	about	gen-
der	representation	in	the	work	of	female	and	male	artists,	I	wrote	about	
painting	in	relation	to	the	critique	of	painting	that	was	a	dominant	feature	
of	art	discourse	at	the	time,	and	I	wrote	about	teaching	art.	In	all	cases	I	
wrote	with	a	feminist	analysis	of	power	relations	and	from	my	own	experi-
ence	as	a	studio-based	visual	artist.
	 The	essays	in	this	book	build	on	what	I	wrote	before:	here,	as	in	Wet,	
there	are	essays	on	feminism	and	feminist	art	history,	essays	on	paint-
ing,	and	essays	that	emerge	from	my	experience	as	a	teacher	of	art	at	the	
graduate	level.	There	is	a	mix	of	theory	and	practice	and	of	the	personal	
and	the	political.	But	within	these	realms,	my	focus	has	shifted.	Iterations	
and	manipulations	of	art	history	are	more	central	than	issues	of	gender	
representation.	While	some	texts	do	have	feminist	histories	and	debates	as	
their	subject,	in	others	feminist	or	political	themes	are	not	always	evident.	
This	change	is	consistent	with	the	development	of	many	women	artists	
who	consider	themselves	feminists	but	who	now	apply	feminism’s	critical	
point	of	view	or	basic	tendency	to	think	in	political	terms	to	subjects	and	
forms	other	than	the	sexualized	or	gendered	body,	and	who	may	even	cre-
ate	works	that	offer	no	representational	clues	as	to	a	political	intent.
	 The	underlying	theme	is	of	how	the	past	 is	perceived	or	misused:	 in	
the	 persistence	 of	 past	 styles,	 tropes,	 and	 histories—sometimes	 self-
consciously,	sometimes	unconsciously—in	contemporary	art	modes;	and	
in	the	disavowal	of	the	(feminist)	past	by	young	women	artists	and	the	
distortion	of	the	(art	historical)	past	by	artists	arrogating	value,	in	both	
cases	for	advantage	in	the	art	market.
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	 Wet	has	a	provocatively	lubricious	title	and	its	cover	image	neatly	tele-
graphs	the	book’s	major	theme:	a	semi-colon	is	nestled	in	a	vaginal	slit	
created	by	thickly	applied	oil	paint,	which	emerges	from	a	smooth,	flesh-
colored	field.	The	picture	is	a	detail	of	a	painting	that	imagines	a	gyneco-
logical	examination	during	which	it	is	discovered	that,	just	where	Western	
philosophy	has	located	the	darkness	of	unreason—in	woman	and	paint-
ing—there	 is	 language.	To	explain	how	I	got	 from	there	to	A Decade of 
Negative Thinking,	with	its	title	like	a	minus	sign	splitting	the	silence	of	
a	black	thought-balloon,	I	need	to	take	a	moment	to	unfold	some	stories	
of	sensory	events,	embedded	in	private	and	public	consciousness	and	im-
bued	with	cultural	and	personal	meaning,	which	reveal	my	initial	goals	
for	this	book	and	what	happened	to	these	in	the	process	of	writing	and	of	
living.
	 This	narration	is	in	keeping	with	my	dual	practice	as	a	visual	artist	and	
writer,	a	painter	and	“a	sort	of	art	historian,”1	writing	across	disciplines	
and	 committed	 to	 the	 fluid	 interrelationship	 between	 a	 formalist	 aes-
thetic,	a	literary	sensibility,	and	a	strongly	political	viewpoint.	I	also	write	
as	a	figure	in	the	portal	between	the	darker	but	rich	transitory	space	of	the	
near-past	and	the	bright	anticipation	of	the	“nextmodern,”2	imbued	with	
values	and	histories	of	the	past	but	tuned	to	challenges	of	the	present.	The	
emphasis	is	not	on	nostalgia	but	on	what,	from	an	awareness	of	history,	
can	enrich	a	young	artist	today.
	 When	I	began	to	make	notes	for	a	new	book	shortly	after	Wet	came	out,	
I	was	clear	about	two	things:	I	wanted	to	write	a	book	about	painting,	and	
I	wanted	to	write	a	book	in	which	the	word	feminism	did	not	appear.	This	
last	wish	reflects	how	sick	I	was	of	the	way	in	which	the	anti-essentialism	
of	poststructuralist	art	and	feminist	theory	had	inaccurately	and,	to	my	
mind,	unjustly	marginalized	so	much	art	practice	by	women,	as	well	as	
painting	as	a	discipline.	I	was	frustrated	by	my	sense	that	my	essays	on	
painting	were,	at	least	for	some	readers,	equally	marginalized	by	my	per-
ceived	identification	as	a	feminist.	That	I	would	be	brought	to	such	a	desire	
places	me	squarely	in	the	same	political	dilemma	as	the	younger	women	
artists	I	criticize	in	“The	ism	that	dare	not	speak	its	name,”	who	under-
stand	that	they	must	sacrifice	an	overt	 identification	with	feminism	in	
order	to	be	allowed	into	the	art	industry,	and	as	many	women	artists	of	
my	own	and	earlier	generations	who	at	times	have	themselves	struggled	
against	the	limitations	of	a	political	identity.
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	 A	year	later,	a	taxi	ride	through	Times	Square	near	midnight	on	May	
29,	1998,	revealed	that	temporally	stratified,	brilliantly	lit	yet	dark	urban	
space	as	a	suitable	initiatory	metaphor	for	the	trajectory	of	my	thought	
for	this	book.
	 Times	Square	may	symbolize	relentless	pressure	for	the	new	embodied	
in	its	identity	as	the	site	where	the	new	year	is	celebrated	for	the	United	
States	and	then	viewed	around	the	world,	but	its	structure	is	intrinsically	
atavistic,	created	by	the	awkward	intersection	of	the	modern	urban	grid	
of	streets	and	avenues—Forty-second	to	Forty-seventh	Streets,	geomet-
rically	crossed	by	Sixth,	Seventh,	and	Eighth	Avenues—with	the	old	cow	
path	that	Broadway	once	was,	a	pounding	of	the	earth	along	the	length	of	
the	island	of	Manhattan.	Broadway	drives	in	a	relentlessly	irregular	pat-
tern	against	the	grain	of	the	grid,	jagging	its	way	eastward	and	southward,	
backwards	through	history	to	the	origin	of	European	settlement	on	the	
southern	tip	of	the	island.3
	 Crossing	 it	 are	 side	 streets,	 whose	 plainness	 in	 the	 day	and	 relative	
darkness	at	night	are	necessary	to	create	the	bright	effect	of	the	glow-
ing	core.	Along	these	streets	are	theaters,	churches,	older	hotels,	garages,	
and	all	kinds	of	small	businesses,	somewhat	like	those	observed	by	Wal-
ter	Benjamin	in	the	Paris	arcades	of	the	1930s:	“Often	these	inner	spaces	
harbor	antiquated	trades,	and	even	those	that	are	thoroughly	up	to	date	
will	acquire	in	them	something	obsolete.	They	are	the	site	of	information	
bureaus	and	detective	agencies,	which	there,	in	the	gloomy	light	of	the	
upper	galleries,	follow	the	trail	of	the	past.”4	If	my	emphasis	on	these	side	
streets	as	an	organizing	metaphor	pays	homage	to	the	auratic	influence	
of	Benjamin’s	Paris	arcades	project	on	art	and	cultural	analysis	within	the	
academy,	common	sense	would	dictate	that	in	the	real	estate	environment	
of	New	York	City,	any	businesses	that	remain	in	such	a	high	rent	neighbor-
hood	must	be	profitable,	although	they	may	give	the	faint	appearance	of	
obsolescence.	They	merely	represent	a	peculiarly	American	kind	of	dark-
ness,	that	of	the	place	where	work	actually	gets	done.	We	are	famously	
obsessed	with	celebrity	rather	than	accomplishment,	and	value	instant	
product	over	 long	germination	and	revelations	arrived	at	through	con-
stant	failure,	a	focus	that	filters	down	into	the	formation	of	American	art	
students.
	 Times	Square	may	seem	an	unlikely	starting	point	for	essays	that	pro-
pose	alternative	artistic	processes	and	histories,	yet	it	provides	me	with	a	
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useful	organizational	frame	for	these	writings	on	contemporary	art	and	
daily	life’s	effect	on	one’s	expectations	of	art.
	 This	 topographical	 metaphor	 may	 mark	 my	 thinking	 as	 New	 York–
	centered.	I	do	write	as	a	New	Yorker.	But	I	do	so	with	a	bittersweet	aware-
ness	that	from	a	globalist	perspective,	New	York	may	now	be	a	cultural	
backwater,	 the	 creative	 capital	 of	 a	 dying	 empire—even	 the	 glitter	 of	
Times	Square	may	be	quaint	in	relation	to	gaudier	displays	in	other	cities	
around	the	world.	Yet	there	is	a	variety	of	human	experience	and	of	lived	
art	history	under	the	surface	of	what	is	still	one	of	the	thriving	centers	of	
the	world	art	market	that	makes	New	York	an	inspiring	place	from	which	
to	observe	contemporary	art	and	culture.
	 In	keeping	with	the	topography	of	Times	Square,	each	major	grouping	
of	 essays	 begins	 in	 or	close	 to	 the	 bright	 lights	 of	 the	 center	of	 media	
focus,	 is	 filled	 with	 distracting	 asides	 and	 images,	 and,	 like	 Broadway,	
moves	 backward	 in	 time,	 swerving	 into	 personal	 recollection,	 drifting	
toward	the	marginal	and	then	back	to	the	center.	The	tension	between	the	
brightness	of	the	unstable	center	and	the	darkness	of	its	most	immediate	
frame	mirrors	the	tension	in	my	critical	writing	between	attention	to	the	
present—the	latest	art	star,	the	most	current	stylistic	recipe,	the	most	re-
cent	yet	eternally	similar	debates	about	feminism	or	painting—and	atten-
tion	to	subjects	from	the	near	and	the	more	distant	past	that	affect	these	
present	manifestations.	In	each	section	of	the	book	and	even	within	each	
essay	I	often	work	my	way	backward	from	the	latest	to	the	latent.
	 In	the	darkest	side	street	of	the	book	are	the	endnotes:	there,	I	have	
stashed	the	pleasure	I	take	in	research,	but	to	these	nether	regions	of	the	
book	I	have	relegated	not	only	the	requisites	of	academic	information,	but	
also	personal,	embarrassing,	and	risky	backstories,	along	with	archeologi-
cal	traces	of	some	essays’	previous	versions.
	 On	the	night	of	my	taxi	ride	in	May	1998,	vehicular	and	pedestrian	mo-
tion	had	come	to	a	 complete	standstill	 in	Times	Square	while	everyone	
watched	Michael	Jordan	and	the	Chicago	Bulls	play	a	semifinal	basketball	
game	on	the	giant	NBC	TV	screen	on	the	façade	of	1	Times	Square,	so	I	had	
plenty	of	time	to	gaze	out	the	window	of	the	taxi.	As	if	I	had	just	landed	on	
earth,	instead	of	having	been	born	and	lived	in	New	York	most	of	my	life,	I	
experienced	with	a	pure	intensity	the	brightness,	color,	and	movement	“in	
the	theater	of	the	world,”5	a	great	black	box,	an	enormous	public	exhibition	
space	in	which	the	most	effective	wall	is	the	darkness	of	night,	where	pic-
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torialism	has	been	emblematically	displaced,	for	the	urban	flâneur,	from	
painting	 to	 architecturally	 scaled	 electronic	 signage	 entirely	devoted	 to	
money.	While	the	Bulls	game	played	on	center	stage	before	me,	the	Mor-
gan	Stanley	Dean	Witter	ticker	ran	stock	prices	and	international	financial	
information	and	news	in	bright	yellow	lights	on	a	dark	ground	against	the	
darker	ground	of	night	at	the	northern	boundary	of	the	square.	Several	
stories	high	and	moving	at	great	speed,	it	embodied	the	dominance	of	the	
market	 itself	as	the	ultimate	product.	At	that	moment	I	 fully	perceived	
something	I	already	knew	but	had	never	felt	so	intensely:	this	is	really	the	
world,	and,	if	this	is	really	the	world,	then	painting	really	is	dead.
	 I	returned	one	night	two	weeks	later	to	take	some	pictures.	I	clutched	
in	my	hand	two	lists	of	categories.	The	first	I	had	transcribed	from	Baude-
laire’s	essay	“The	Painter	of	Modern	Life”:	Beauty,	Fashion	and	Happiness;	
The	Sketch	of	Manners;	The	Artist,	Man	of	the	World,	Man	of	the	Crowd,	
and	 Child;	 Modernity;	 Mnemonic	 Art;	 The	 Annals	 of	 War;	 Pomps	 and	
Circumstances;	The	Military	Man;	The	Dandy;	Woman;	In	Praise	of	Cos-
metics;	Women	and	Prostitutes;	Carriages.6	The	second	list	was	of	cate-
gories	Susan	Buck-Morss	based	on	Benjamin’s	arcades	project:	Arcades;	
World	Expositions;	Phantasmagoria	of	Politics;	National	Progress	on	Dis-
play;	Urbanism;	Progress	Deified;	Bigger	is	Better;	Dust;	Fragility;	Fash-
ion;	Sterility;	Death;	Chthonic	Paris;	Recurrence;	Sin;	Boredom.7	I	planned	
to	apply	these	to	contemporary	painting,	looking	for	the	painter	of	post-
modern	life,	but	first	I	would	look	for	them	in	Times	Square.
	 By	a	convenient	coincidence,	conditions	were	almost	identical	to	the	
night	of	my	taxi	ride:	traffic	was	again	stopped	and	people	stood	facing	the	
giant	screen	to	watch	a	Bulls’	game,	now	in	the	finals.	However	this	time	
I	was	on	foot	and	at	ground	level,	where,	even	in	the	glowing	brightness	
of	night,	when	the	electronic	signage	is	most	brilliant,	my	experience	was	
less	rapturous,	more	complex.	I	passed	many	a	darkened	doorway,	shabby	
storefronts—perhaps	no	longer	the	sexual	tawdriness	of	the	years	before	
the	 corporate	 clean-up	 of	 the	 1980s,	 just	 insidious	 and	 endemic	 urban	
grubbiness	and	a	complete	lack	of	interest	in	elegance	at	street	level,	with	
only	the	top	of	the	skyscrapers	around	the	square	attempting	some	kind	
of	modern	design	ambition.
	 That	 evening,	 adding	 to	 the	 paradoxically	 contingent	 atmosphere,	
there	was	an	array	of	 cheap	 lawn	chairs	along	 the	curb,	 set	up	by	Chi-
nese	portrait	painters;	their	seated	subjects	seemed	alone,	dejected,	and	
vulnerable	 amidst	 crowd	 and	 traffic.	 And,	 in	 the	 central	 traffic	 island	
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where	Broadway	and	Seventh	Avenue	cross	paths,	just	north	of	the	army	
recruiting	stand,	at	the	empty	eye	of	this	quintessentially	urban	space,	
positioned	so	as	to	be	part	of	the	spectacle	but	overshadowed	by	the	giant	
live	television	broadcast	of	the	basketball	game,	a	scruffy	street	person	
with	a	palette	stuck	on	a	shopping	cart	worked	on	a	landscape	painting	on	
a	rickety	portable	easel.	Either	this	was	a	sign	of	the	persistence	of	paint-
ing	in	the	face	of	electronic	imaging	technologies	or	proof	that	painting	
is	a	delusional	space,	unable	to	accept	what	is	right	in	front	of	it,	be	it	the	
dirty	pavement	below	or	the	electric	whiteness	of	the	illumination	above	
or	the	moving	ticker	of	money.
	 The	street	painter	tuned	into	some	reality	other	than	the	one	swirling	
around	him	may	stand	as	an	uneasy	indicator	of	my	critical	focus.	Like	
the	 lonely	 landscape	 painter,	 I	 have	written	 about	 what	 I	 thought	 was	
relevant,	rather	than	serving	the	dictates	of	the	art	market.	I’ve	tried	to	
slow	down	the	forward	motion	of	the	art-critical	apparatus	so	that	I	could	
stop	to	think	about	questions	raised	by	art	works	and	events	after	their	
moment	in	the	spectacle’s	bright	light,	or	by	those	in	its	shadow.
	 Nevertheless	the	questions	I	examine	are	ones	frequently	raised	in	con-
versations	with	other	artists	and	with	art	students.	These	concern	his-

Mira	Schor,	Street Painter,	Times	Square,	New	York,	June	1998.		
Photograph	©	by	Mira	Schor.
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tory,	identity,	politics,	and	the	currently	available	means	for	aesthetic	ex-
pression.	First,	what	is	the	artist’s	responsibility	to	history	and	identity?	
Is	feminism	still	a	necessary	political	discourse?	Is	there	such	a	thing	as	
“feminist	art”?	Can	political	art	be	good	art?	Second,	is	there	now	an	ir-
reconcilable	separation	between	expression	and	appropriation?	How	does	
this	work	out	at	the	level	of	art	making,	even	at	the	level	of	the	individual	
stroke	of	paint?	Why	are	certain	styles	of	“personal	expression”	in	con-
temporary	art	so	generic	in	appearance	and	methodology?	Finally,	how	
does	one	negotiate	the	increased	influence	of	the	market	even	within	art	
education	 without	 either	essentializing	 private	 studio	 practice	 or	over-
accepting	market	values	to	the	point	that	one	essentializes	the	market?
	 My	writings	on	such	questions	often	begin	with	a	supposition,	an	intu-
ition,	the	crystallization	of	something	that	emerges	from	what	I	have	seen	
or	read.	An	essay	can	also	serve	as	a	magnet	for	stray	flickers	of	matter;	a	
memory,	an	image,	a	word	held	in	my	mind	for	years	finally	finds	a	place	
for	me	to	expel	it	into	a	context	in	which	it	can	at	last	contribute.	Among	
such	suppositions,	images,	and	words	that	led	to	essays	was	the	frequent	
assertion,	“I	am	not	a	feminist	artist,”	pronounced	by	young	women	art-
ists	but	also	by	women	artists	whose	work	was	included	in	major	survey	
exhibitions	of	feminist	art.
	 Despite	 my	 initial	 desire	 to	 keep	 feminism	 out	 of	 the	 picture,	 that	
proved	to	be	impossible.	The	market	viability	of	certain	types	of	represen-
tation	of	female	sexuality	still	intrudes	at	every	moment	into	contempo-
rary	painting	and	its	marketing,	yet	there	is	a	lack	of	sustained	feminist	
analysis	of	such	imagery	just	as	there	is	little	feminist	analysis	applied	to	
many	relevant	events	in	the	news.	When	they	do	appear,	such	feminist	
interventions	 are	 either	 ignored	 or	 preemptively	condemned:	 it	 is	 still	
common	in	art	reviews	to	encounter	the	kind	of	“some	feminists	may	say	
but”	phraseology	that	I	first	noted	when	I	researched	the	collaborationist	
critical	support	of	David	Salle’s	depiction	of	women	for	my	essay	“Appro-
priated	Sexuality”	from	1986.	The	clear	inference	is	that	what	“some	femi-
nists	say”	is	old-hat,	marginal,	and	irrelevant.	That	this	sentiment	is	felt	
and	expressed	even	by	women	has	been	the	impetus	for	some	of	the	writ-
ing	here.	As	I	wrote	in	2006	in	a	polemic	piece	provocatively	titled	“She	
Demon	Spawn	from	Hell,”	“At	times	the	debates	over	feminism	and	femi-
nist	art	take	on	the	characteristics	of	daytime	soap	opera,	complete	with	
contested	 inheritances,	angry	aging	divas,	and	beautiful	young	women	
suffering	from	the	convenient	onset	of	amnesia.”8

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/641112/9780822391418-001.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



IntroductIon

� | �

	 In	the	same	piece	I	noted	the	irony	that	I	too	was	affected	by	the	same	
impulse	in	wanting	to	eradicate	feminism	from	my	writings,	which	proved	
impossible,	practically	speaking,	because	I	often	respond	to	requests	to	
write	about	feminist-related	issues	thereby	creating	a	body	of	text	on	the	
subject.	And	anyway,	like	Michael	Corleone	in	The Godfather, Part III	trying	
to	escape	his	identity	as	a	Mafia	don	but	being	“pulled	back	in,”	the	word	
feminism	cannot	be	erased	in	my	work	because	of	my	history	with	it	and	
my	commitment	to	the	recognition	of	female	subjectivity	and	agency.
	 The	first	section	of	the	book,	“She	Said,	She	Said:	Feminist	Debates,	
1971–2009,”	tracks	recent	internecine	debates	over	feminism	and	feminist	
art	evident	in	numerous	panel	discussions,	symposia,	and	art	magazine	
forums	on	feminist	art	over	 the	past	 ten	years.	 “The	 ism	 that	dare	not	
speak	its	name”	was	inspired	by	telling	comments	on	feminism	made	by	
Vanessa	Beecroft	on	one	such	panel	and	by	events	at	the	“F-Word”	confer-
ence	held	at	the	California	Institute	of	the	Arts	(CalArts)	in	1998;	I	analyze	
the	phenomenon	of	“F-word”	denial	by	women	artists	who	have	come	of	
age	since	the	1980s	in	relation	to	continued	patterns	of	discrimination	
against	women	in	the	art	world	and	society	at	large.	My	investigation	of	
denial	continues	in	“Generation	2.5,”	whose	subject	is	the	omission	of	a	
generation	of	women	from	the	most	recent	major	cycle	of	historicizing	
the	feminist	art	movement.	By	recalling	important	but	forgotten	works	of	
feminist	art	in	“The	ism	that	dare	not	speak	its	name”	and,	in	“Generation	
2.5,”	calling	attention	to	a	community	of	women	artists	who	have	carried	
the	ideals	of	the	feminist	art	movement	through	hostile	times,	I	stress,	as	
I	do	throughout	the	book,	the	importance	of	challenging	the	very	notion	
of	canonicity	in	art	historical	production	and	the	cult	of	celebrity	in	con-
temporary	culture.	I	also	look	at	new	sites	of	cultural	commentary	in	“Ano-
nymity	as	a	Political	Tactic:	Art	Blogs,	Feminism,	Writing,	and	Politics.”	
Also	in	part	1,	I	revisit	some	of	these	themes	in	“Email	to	a	Young	Woman	
Artist,”	where	I	try	to	re-create	some	of	the	excitement	of	the	women’s	
liberation	movement	in	the	early	1970s.	Finally	the	retrospective	aspects	
of	all	the	writings	in	part	1	are	capped	by	two	texts	about	my	experiences	
working	on	the	Womanhouse	project	when	I	was	in	the	feminist	program	at	
CalArts	from	1971	to	1972.	In	“The	Womanhouse	Films”	I	compare	the	two	
documentaries	made	at	the	time	of	this	historical	project,	calling	atten-
tion	to	the	less	well-known	KCET	television	documentary	Womanhouse is 
Not a Home,	which	featured	extended	interviews	with	some	of	the	student	
participants.	In	“Miss	Elizabeth	Bennett	Goes	to	Feminist	Boot	Camp,”	
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the	letters	and	diaries	I	wrote	in	the	moment	of	my	first	encounter	with	
feminism	also	document	the	point	of	the	view	of	the	student	rather	than	
the	teacher.	These	letters	may	also	serve	as	a	reminder	that	I	once	was	on	
the	other	side	of	the	generational	divide	that	I	now	invoke	with	some	frus-
tration	in	“The	ism	that	dare	not	speak	its	name,”	“Anonymity	as	a	Political	
Tactic,”	and	“Generation	2.5.”
	 Part	2	of	the	book	is	about	painting.	Again	I	apply	a	feminist-inflected	
analysis	 to	 the	production	of	art	history.	 In	many	cases	 I	 contrast	art-
ists’	efforts	to	shape	their	place	in	that	narrative	with	information	con-
tained	in	the	works	themselves.	I	write	against	the	grain	of	standard	nar-
ratives	and	the	self-historicizations	of	my	subjects,	and	in	detail,	stroke	
by	stroke,	close	to	the	surface	of	the	paintings.	In	“Some	Notes	on	Women	
and	Abstraction	and	a	Curious	Case	History:	Alice	Neel	as	a	Great	Ab-
stract	Painter,”	I	look	at	the	way	in	which	biographical	information,	when	
used	 as	 a	 keystone	 of	 interpretation	 (a	 process	 often	 initiated	 by	 the	
artist	herself),	may	distract	from	the	formal	strengths	of	the	work	even	
as	it	enriches	the	viewer’s	understanding.	The	nature	of	Neel’s	painterly	
skills	allows	for	an	examination	of	the	problematic	of	abstraction	within	
feminist	art	discourse,	and	it	suggests	an	antithesis	of	the	simulationist	
“painterly	value”	in	the	work	of	Lisa	Yuskavage	and	John	Currin	that	is	the	
subject	of	“Like	a	Veneer.”
	 In	that	chapter,	I	analyze	Yuskavage’s	successful	promotional	meme—
that	she	paints	“like	Vermeer”—and	expand	my	analysis	of	this	intriguing	
proposition	by	searching	for	other	artists	who	might	also	have	a	claim	to	
that	legacy.	“Like	a	Veneer”	could	potentially	be	misinterpreted	by	some	
(and	by	the	same	token	dismissed)	as	an	example	of	seventies	feminist	
political	correctness	and	essentialist	desire	for	more	positive	images	of	
woman,	or	as	having	an	unexamined	reliance	on	the	artist’s	intention.	In	
fact,	it	is	about	the	usage	of	art	history	to	generate	market	value	and	de-
termine	what	constitutes	aesthetic	capital,	and	also	about	how	immersion	
in	simulacra	has	impaired	our	ability	to	differentiate	between	apparently	
related	painting	signifiers	(or,	to	put	it	more	simply,	people	are	indiscrimi-
nating	suckers	when	it	comes	to	stand	oil	and	sable	brushes).
	 In	“Modest	Painting”	I	argue	for	an	alternative	to	the	respect	that	mas-
sive	size	and	scale	impose	on	art	audiences.	I	examine	the	works	of	artists,	
including	Myron	Stout	and	Jack	Tworkov,	which	I	consider	as	possible	ex-
emplars	of	the	ambition	for	painting	that	“modest”	paintings	may	contain	
and	look	at	some	contemporary	manifestations	of	what	might	appear	to	
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be	“modest”	paintings.	I	also	suggest	the	importance	for	art	histories	to	
more	expansively	consider	networks	of	practice	by	a	mixed	field	of	“minor”	
and	“major”	artists.
	 During	the	years	I	was	working	on	these	writings,	I	also	was	engaged	
in	another	major	book	project,	compiling	and	editing	The Extreme of the 
Middle: Writings of Jack Tworkov.	My	work	on	the	Tworkov	book	began	
when	I	sought	out	some	excerpts	of	Tworkov’s	writings	while	I	was	work-
ing	on	the	essay	“Modest	Painting.”	A	noted	abstract	expressionist	painter,	
Tworkov	was	a	close	family	friend,	so	editing	his	writings	was	a	task	with	
great	personal	meaning	but	also	an	influential	and	affirming	experience	
of	communion	with	another	painter	who	was	deeply	committed	to	writ-
ing.	Even	so,	I	would	have	found	the	work	difficult	had	I	not	found	many	
commonalities	between	Tworkov’s	critical	views	and	my	own.	His	writings	
from	the	late	1940s	and	early	1950s,	when	he	was	a	founding	member	of	
the	Eighth	Street	Club,	addressed	major	 issues	of	his	 time,	yet	he	also	
often	went	against	the	grain	of	the	New	York	school	canon.	He	wrote,	“I	
ask	myself	questions	and	I	try	to	come	up	with	answers	that	are	as	close	
to	me	as	possible.	They	represent	not	what	I	ought	to	believe	but	what	
I	know	I	believe.”9	He	was	not	interested	in	writing	manifestos.	Rather	
he	was	profoundly	averse	to	ideologies	that	set	out	to	dominate	and	ex-
clude:	“Finally	I	am	against	any	ideology	which	takes	any	significant	part	
of	humanity	as	its	‘enemy’	whose	extermination	it	seeks	in	order	to	insure	
its	own	survival”;	“All	programs	represent	future	sorrows.”10	He	valued	the	
specificity	of	art	works	over	celebrity-driven	art	criticism	and	felt	that	art	
critical	fashions	left	out	much	that	was	valuable	in	the	creative	practice	
taking	place	within	a	wider	field:	“A	dozen	or	so	artists	in	fashion	have	put	
some	truly	fine	artists	in	undeserved	shadow	and	prevent	the	rising	of	nu-
merous	others	all	over	the	country,	because	the	critics	and	the	museums	
are	busy	with	names	rather	than	art,	and	they	are	searching	for	the	birth	
of	stars.”11
	 My	work	on	Tworkov’s	writings	emphasizes	a	paradoxical	duality	 in	
my	interests:	a	friend	once	chided	me	for	appearing	nostalgic	for	a	time	
when,	it	would	seem,	men	were	men	and	everyone	knew	what	to	do,	yet	I	
am	the	first	to	note	the	deep	strangeness	of	my	serving	as	the	mediating	
voice	for	a	patriarchal	figure	who	was	critical	of	the	content	and	medium	
of	my	early	artwork.	As	a	feminist	I	am	deeply	invested	in	a	critique	of	the	
kind	of	power	structures	that	Tworkov	represented	to	me	in	my	youth.	
However,	as	an	artist	I	was	instructed	deeply	in	the	beliefs	of	the	system	
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that	wished	to	exclude	me:	in	“Modest	Painting,”	I	honor	Tworkov’s	work	
while	recontextualizing	 it	 into	a	 feminist-inspired	analysis	of	painting,	
and	showing	that	his	 fate	was	to	be	 in	some	way	feminized	within	the	
masculinist	history	of	the	New	York	school.
	 The	initial	question	that	led	to	the	final	essay	in	this	section,	“Blurring	
Richter,”	was	“Why	does	the	past	always	have	to	be	grey	and	out	of	focus?”	
This	question	arose	when	I	considered	the	stream	of	generic	 images	of	
the	blur	that	I	regularly	saw	in	exhibitions	and	received	in	the	mail	on	
exhibition-show	cards	with	respect	to	a	line	in	Benjamin	Buchloh’s	essay	
“Divided	Memory	and	Post-Traditional	Identity:	Gerhard	Richter’s	Work	
of	Mourning”	(1996)	that	caught	my	attention	like	a	garment	of	fine	mo-
hair	caught	 on	a	 thorn:	 “A	 full-size	 portrait	 of	 the	 artist’s	 uncle	 in	 the	
uniform	of	the	German	Wehrmacht,	the	painting	retains	the	naive	cen-
tral	composition	typical	of	a	family	photograph	(which	was	its	source),	
thereby	generating	a	first	conflict	within	the	reading	of	the	painting.”12	
With	my	murdered	Uncle	Moishe	in	mind,	my	first	conflict	“within	the	
reading	of	the	painting”	was	that	to	me	it	represented	a	Nazi.
	 The	conceptual	clarity	and	formal	acuity	of	Richter’s	use	of	the	blur	in	
his	painting	Uncle Rudi	created	for	me	a	point	of	entry	for	tracking	the	in-
fluence	of	Richter’s	blurring	of	the	photographic	source	on	contemporary	
painting	and	photography	back	to	its	roots	in	the	Holocaust.	This	essay	is	
the	final	result	of	the	longest	research	project	that	I	engaged	in	for	this	
book	and	for	me	the	riskiest:	I	am	used	to	writing	as	a	feminist;	it	was	
more	terrifying	to	write	as	a	Jew	and	to	discuss	publicly	the	effects	that	
my	family’s	experiences	of	the	Holocaust	have	had	on	my	artistic	and	criti-
cal	practice	as	an	American-born	artist	working	since	the	early	1970s.
	 The	blur	was	only	one	of	many	recurrent	tropes	that	I	noticed	in	art-
works	of	the	past	decade.	In	fact,	“trawling	for	tropes”	became	my	survival	
modus	operandi	during	visits	to	art	fairs	and	biennials—creating	cate-
gories	among	the	seemingly	infinite	variety	of	art	material	rather	like	chil-
dren	called	out	state	license	plates	during	long	family	car	trips	in	the	days	
before	cars	were	turned	into	multiplex	entertainment	systems	on	wheels.	
The	related	essays	“Trite	Tropes,	Clichés,	or	the	Persistence	of	Styles”	and	
“Recipe	Art”	address	the	ubiquity	of	such	tropes	at	different	levels	of	the	
art	 world,	 from	 the	 college	 art	 students	 unwittingly	 working	 in	 estab-
lished	but	unnamed	substyles	specific	to	American	regional	art	education	
to	the	most	sophisticated	practitioners	of	a	kind	of	international	avant-
garde	academy.
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	 “Weather	 Conditions	 in	 Lower	 Manhattan—September	 11,	 2001,	 to	
October	 2,	 2001”	 represents	 the	 rupture	 that	 made	 such	 clichés,	 trite	
tropes,	and	recipe	art	so	intolerable.	As	a	native	New	Yorker	who	witnessed	
some	of	the	events	of	September	11	with	my	own	eyes	and	who	lived	in	
the	city	in	its	aftermath,	it	would	be	impossible	for	me	to	leave	my	experi-
ences	of	this	event	out	of	a	book	of	writings	from	the	past	decade,	whose	
organizing	metaphor	is	Times	Square.	Keeping	in	mind	the	image	of	the	
street	painter	at	the	center	of	Times	Square,	oblivious	to	the	surrounding	
barrage	of	lights,	images,	and	traffic,	the	moment	near	high	noon	on	Sep-
tember	13,	2001,	when	I	realized	that,	had	I	wanted	to,	I	could	have	lain	
down	to	sleep	in	the	middle	of	the	deserted	intersection	of	Broadway	and	
Grand	Street	without	any	risk	of	being	run	over	was	as	searing	as	the	more	
obviously	shocking	events	that	I	had	witnessed	two	days	before.	This	essay	
is	an	exception	to	the	tone	and	otherwise	fairly	straightforward	sequence	
of	sections	in	the	book—it	is	off	the	grid	of	feminist	politics	and	critical	
analysis	of	visual	art.	Yet	these	events	affected	my	perceptions	of	the	art	
that	I	saw	thereafter.
	 These	perceptions	are	developed	in	the	section	of	the	book	titled	“Trite	
Tropes,”	which	groups	four	distinct	yet	interrelated	essays.	The	second,	
third,	and	fourth	follow	from	the	first,	but	each	has	a	different	focus,	tone,	
and	timeframe.	“Trite	Tropes,	Clichés,	or	the	Persistence	of	Styles”	calls	
attention	to	the	continued	currency,	in	American	art	and	art	education,	
of	a	multitude	of	obsolete	styles,	often	transmitted	to	and	practiced	by	art	
students	with	an	eroded	consciousness	of	these	styles’	original	histories.	
In	“Recipe	Art”	I	examine	the	flip	side	of	this	phenomenon:	the	success	in	
recent	years	of	a	style	that	is	constituted	by	the	ability	to	successfully	con-
figure	a	set	of	diverse	but	predictable	tropes	in	terms	of	subject	and	types	
of	appropriated	material—one	from	column	A,	one	from	column	B—into	
an	art	work	that	can	be	quickly	described.	In	“Work	and	Play”	I	look	at	
political	video	cartoons	from	the	2004	election	cycle,	and	in	“New	Tales	of	
Scheherazade”	I	examine	recent	art	videos	with	political	content,	all	works	
which	offered	me	as	a	viewer	an	escape	from	the	predictability	of	much	
recipe	art.
	 In	keeping	with	my	invocation	of	the	topography	of	Times	Square,	the	
appendix,	“Work	document:	Grey,”	is	an	off-shoot	of	“Blurring	Richter”	
and	an	eccentric	text	about	the	conventional	uses	of	black	and	white	to	de-
note	the	past,	which	nevertheless	adds	some	inflections	to	my	interest	in	
how	the	past	colors	the	present.	After	the	failure	of	collective	imagination	
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discussed	in	“Trite	Tropes,	Clichés,	or	the	Persistence	of	Styles,”	it	returns	
the	reader,	in	a	somewhat	belle-lettrist	though	I	hope	also	a	playful	and	
suggestive	manner,	to	the	beauty	of	painting.
	 The	appearance	of	the	words	negative thinking	in	my	title	may	indicate	
more	of	a	programmatic	belief	 in	modernist	 ideas	of	resistance	via	the	
methodology	of	negative	dialectics	than	is	actually	in	play.	I	can’t	deny	
a	generationally	based	frame	of	mind	in	which	activism,	formalism,	and	
even	some	ideas	about	resistance	do	have	a	place,	but	my	approach	to	art	
and	culture	is	more	informal	and	contingent.	My	title	for	a	lecture	from	
2006	on	my	art	writing	was	 “The	Art	of	Nonconformist	Criticality;	Or,	
On	Not	Drinking	the	Kool-Aid.”13	I	began	work	on	this	lecture	with	a	few	
words	scribbled	on	a	page:	criticality	and	time,	then	time vs. schedule	and	
speculativity	(I’m	not	sure	this	last	one	is	even	a	word,	but	I	was	think-
ing	about	the	process	of	speculative	thought	as	opposed	to	commodify-
ing	text).	I	also	sketched	two	circles	representing	the	two	main	forces	be-
tween	which	I	feel	I	must	navigate	when	I	write.	I	named	these	forces	for	
the	fabled	nautical	perils	Scylla	and	Karybdis,	located	where	the	Ionian	
and	the	Mediterranean	seas	meet	between	Sicily	and	the	Italian	mainland.	
According	to	Greek	mythology,	both	were	once	beautiful	nymphs	trans-
formed	by	a	god	or	goddess.	Karybdis	had	stolen	the	oxen	of	Hercules	and	
was	turned	by	Zeus	into	a	whirlpool	whose	vortex	swallows	the	waves	of	
the	sea	and	anything	upon	them	three	times	a	day.	Scylla	was	a	nymph	
turned	into	a	monster	because	of	the	jealousy	of	the	gods:	either	Posei-
don’s	wife	or,	in	other	versions	of	the	tale,	Circe	was	jealous	of	her	and	she	
was	turned	into	a	creature	with	six	vicious	dog-heads	springing	from	her	
neck.	At	first	she	was	horrified	at	her	transformation,	but	then	she	began	
to	enjoy	her	anger,	and	relished	devouring	passing	sailors.
	 Two	themes	emerged	from	these	stories:	first	the	theme	of	jealousy—
and	we	can	trace	onto	this	theme	the	zero-sum	game	of	power	and	exclu-
sion	created	by	the	art	industry’s	obsession	with	celebrity	and	art	history’s	
work	of	canon	formation.	Secondly,	the	stories	share	a	theme	of	coopera-
tion	between	forces	that	appear	to	oppose	each	other.	Only	together	do	
they	threaten	the	passage	of	sailors	through	the	sea	between	them,	be-
cause	as	you	move	to	avoid	one	you	risk	getting	too	close	to	the	other.
	 In	terms	of	my	own	navigational	chart	as	a	writer,	I	place	academic	jour-
nals	such	as	October	on	the	side	of	Scylla,	an	impressive	ideological	struc-
ture,	impermeable	to	influence	and	interested	in	absolute	aesthetic	power	
in	the	real	world	of	art	institutions.	Karybdis,	the	whirlpool	sucking	into	
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the	deep	all	who	pass,	is	the	mainstream	art	press,	whose	requirements	
for	content	is	never	satisfied	and	whose	obsession	with	discovering	and	
marking	celebrity	for	the	market	entails	the	disappearance	of	the	recently	
new	in	a	constant	swirl	that	eventually	tosses	up	its	wrecked	victims	to	
float	off	into	the	vast	ocean	and	be	replaced	by	the	newer	new.
	 Contrary	to	what	some	of	my	writings	might	indicate,	I	generally	am	
more	interested	by	what	Scylla	has	to	offer	as	a	spur	to	my	thinking,	be-
cause	Karybdis’s	supportive	and	dependent	relation	to	the	market	is	en-
acted	in	work	rules	and	schedules	that	enforce	conformism.
	 Let’s	take	the	question	of	time,	for	instance.	If	you	examine	Artforum,	
the	actual	magazine,	not	the	trope,	you	see	that	it’s	as	predictably	sched-
uled	as	a	minuet.	If	it’s	September	it	must	“season	preview”	month,	if	it	
is	December	it	must	be	“best	of	the	year,”	if	it’s	January	it	must	be	“first	
takes”	 and	 “winter	 preview,”	 then	 there’s	 the	Venice	 Biennale	 and	 the	
Whitney	Biennial	to	cover.	Major	retrospectives	are	planned	years	in	ad-
vance	as	are	the	articles	to	be	published	just	before	the	show.	Anything	
that	is	not	specifically	about	something	that	is	occurring	in	the	market	
bracketed	by	the	present	 tense	of	 “first	 takes”	and	the	 immediate	past	
tense	of	“best	of”	cannot	appear,	though	it	may	nevertheless	have	import	
for	art	practice.
	 Neither	Karybdis	nor	Scylla	is	likely	to	publish	much	in	the	way	of	nega-
tive	criticism.	 In	the	case	of	Karybdis,	 the	editorial	space	 is	essentially	
bought	 back	 from	 the	 advertising	 space,	 and	 the	 advertisers	 including	
most	of	the	art	world	obviously	don’t	want	truly	negative	criticism	of	their	
product.	Despite	hollow	reiterations	of	avant-garde	principles	of	Oedipal	
rebellion,	the	market	frowns	on	writing	against	anything.	The	question	of	
negative	criticism	comes	up	a	lot	when	art	criticism	is	discussed:	in	2004	
at	a	panel	on	art	criticism	entitled,	 “The	Crisis	 in	Criticism,”	a	number	
of	the	panelists,	who	included	Saul	Ostrow,	Nancy	Princenthal,	Raphael	
Rubinstein,	Jerry	Saltz,	and	Katy	Siegel,	made	a	point	of	saying	that	they	
mostly	wrote	positive	articles	and	reviews	about	artists	they	could	praise,	
rather	than	wasting	the	precious	space	they	have	been	allotted	in	the	pub-
lic	arena	on	a	negative	review.14	The	press	release,	always	a	basic	building	
block	for	critical	exegesis,	takes	ever	greater	precedence	over	more	resis-
tant	responses.	The	pressure	comes	from	all	sides.	The	imperative	from	the	
market	is	to	write	positively	for	an	artist	or	a	movement	in	order	to	stake	
your	own	claim	on	the	new	and	correctly	bet	on	futures.	And,	quite	dis-
tressing	to	me,	I	have	at	times	been	chastised	from	the	other	side	by	some	
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older	feminist	art	icons	for	giving	unnecessary	attention	to	bad	seeds	in-
stead	of	helping	in	the	career	formation	of	artists	I	might	feel	more	in-
clined	to	champion.
	 Am	I	a	negative	thinker?	My	title	plays	with	that	image,	and	now	that	
I’m	finished	with	this	decade	of	negative	thinking,	I	can	see	more	clearly	
the	 outlines	 of	 the	 “positive”	 criticism	 I	 could	 have	written	 during	 the	
same	 time	 period.	 But	 no	 one	 else	was	 writing	 what	 certain	 art	 works	
suggested	to	me,	just	as	when	I	began	to	write	in	the	early	1980s,	I	wrote	
in	a	certain	way	that	sometimes	appeared	negative	because	I	perceived	a	
political	valence	in	some	critically	and	economically	acclaimed	works	that	
no	one	else	was	writing	about	from	the	same	point	of	view.	And	as	always,	
I	want	to	stress	that	the	artists	I	seem	to	write	negatively	about	are	all	very	
interesting	to	me.	Their	artworks	have	stayed	in	my	mind	as	important	
markers	of	contemporary	thought	although	I	may	not	write	about	them	
according	the	terms	prescribed	by	their	press	releases.
	 Art	works	and	discursive	or	market	patterns	must	be	discussed	and	
analyzed	even	if	that	analysis	may	be	negative	from	the	point	of	view	of	
the	market.	I	want	to	encourage	curiosity	and	skepticism.	I	do	not	want	to	
foster	cynicism,	which	would	mean	just	staying	at	the	level	of	“that	sucks”	
or	“it’s	all	bullshit”	that	is	notable	in	many	of	the	comments	sections	on	
blogs,	 including	art	blogs,	as	I	discuss	in	“Anonymity	as	a	Political	Tac-
tic.”	This	is	just	a	micro	version	of	the	condition	of	political	discourse	in	
America	during	the	Bush	administration:	appearance	trumped	substance,	
branding	as	corporate	methodology	was	absorbed	 into	art	career	man-
agement,	history	was	fiction,	and	longer	format,	thoughtful	criticism	of	
the	regime	disappeared	from	mainstream	media	while	the	rhetoric	of	the	
regime	was	that	criticism	equals	treason.
	 It	may	seem	that	when	I	refer	to	a	decade	of	negative	thinking	I	am	
referring	to	my	own	life,	but	really	the	first	decade	of	the	twenty-first	cen-
tury	has	been	a	terrible	decade	for	democracy	in	the	United	States,	for	the	
environment,	and	for	the	world	in	terms	of	war	and	political	extremism.	
At	times	it	has	seemed	as	if	we	all	were	caught	in	a	hall	of	mirrors,	between	
the	violent	tactics	of	previously	obscure	geopolitical	forces	and	the	dark	
world	of	Dick	Cheney’s	negative	thinking.	Things	may	get	better:	the	elec-
tion	of	Barack	Obama	to	the	presidency	of	the	United	States	in	November	
2008	enabled	the	hope	that	political	life	will	make	a	shift	toward	less	dis-
astrous	engagements.	In	this	hoped-for	new	atmosphere,	where	a	mea-
sure	of	intelligence	and	reason	has	begun	to	replace	much	criminality	and	
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stupidity,	it	is	all	the	more	important	to	present	alternative	critical	views	
about	 the	 recent	 past—here	 of	 recent	 cultural	 utterances—to	 help	de-
velop	critical	approaches	in	the	coming	years.
	 If	I	refer	to	the	political	situation	during	the	past	decade,	it	is	because	
the	ideas	and	values	of	the	art	world	do	not	exist	in	a	vacuum,	and	there	
are	similarities	between	the	pervasive	attitude	toward	the	past,	which	are	
outlined	in	my	writings	about	feminism	and	art,	and	the	attitude	toward	
realities	of	geopolitical	history	expressed	by	the	powers	that	be.
	 Notions	of	“resistance”	have	been	declared	passé	during	a	time	when	
academia	 is	under	enormous	pressure	to	succeed	 in	the	market.	 (I	was	
even	chided	by	a	colleague	for	using	the	word	criticality	in	the	title	of	my	
lecture	from	2006—she	said	that	was,	“SO	twenty	years	ago.”)	However,	
the	work	 of	 scholarship	 continues:	 in	 the	 past	 few	 years,	 a	 number	of	
books,	including	Hal	Foster’s	Design and Crime (and Other Diatribes)	and	
Susan	Buck-Morss’s	Thinking Past Terror,	exemplified	a	shift	to	more	acces-
sible	language	and	less	dogmatic	or	exclusionary	views,	including	sugges-
tions	of	theoretical	positions,	such	as	a	strategic	essentialism,	that	would	
have	been	previously	unthinkable.	These	books	and	also	the	less	scurrilous	
blog	writing	by	some	art	writers	and	poets	encouraged	my	desire	 for	a	
book	more	diverse	in	terms	of	voice,	levels	of	scholarship,	and	means	of	
address.
	 I	hope	that	the	time	I	have	taken	to	play	out	the	meanings	of	some	of	
the	sentences	and	images	that	inspired	my	writing	can	generate	for	my	
readers	a	different	view	of	the	art	 industry’s	critical	mechanisms,	offer	
less	conforming	interpretations	of	some	contemporary	art,	and	suggest	
other	possibilities	and	sources	for	making	art.	I	am	particularly	interested	
in	the	artists	who	form	part	of	the	MFA	generation.	My	students	have	
inspired	much	of	my	writing,	as	I	see	my	own	points	of	view	in	the	mir-
ror	of	their	generation’s	needs	and	preferences.	One	thing	is	certain:	the	
present	conditions	and	belief	structures	that	this	or	any	generation	takes	
for	granted	will	influence	their	views	for	the	rest	of	their	life,	as	my	varied	
beginnings	 influenced	 mine,	 but	 also	 these	 conditions	 will	 change	 and	
their	beliefs	will	be	tested	in	ways	that	cannot	be	anticipated.
	 There	are	times	that	I	have	wished	that	I	could	declare	a	moratorium,	
not	just	on	the	art	with	squiggles,	images	of	childhood,	cute	animals,	and	
hair	that	I	have	tracked,	but	also	on	spending	six	years	in	art	school	and	
on	 cradle-robbing	 by	 dealers	 and	 collectors.	Young	 artists	 should	 have	
breathing	space	to	grow	up,	test	their	desire	to	make	art,	and	figure	out	
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what	subjects	they	really	want	to	explore,	instead	of	just	ordering	from	
column	A	or	column	B	of	the	menu	of	recipe	art.	I’ve	wished	that	I	could	
give	my	students	and	myself	the	gift	of	time,	time	to	work	or	not	work	in	
the	studio,	and,	more	importantly,	to	forget	about	ART;	time	to	just	take	
a	walk,	not	to	go	somewhere	but	to	experience	the	city	or	land	in	which	
one	lives.
	 What	I	can	do	is	to	slow	the	critical	traffic	down	a	bit	and	tease	out	the	
meaning	of	art	works	and	debates	that	caught	my	interest.
	 I	began	this	introduction	with	the	updated	anecdote	of	the	madeleine,	
admitting	that,	desperate	for	deep	and	restful	sleep	in	a	daily	life	crowded	
by	information	and	signs,	I	too	often	skip	the	stages	of	experiences	de-
scribed	by	Proust	and	just	reach	for	the	Ambien.	But	the	sleep	that	I	long	
for	is	not	the	anesthesia	and	hypnosis	of	the	alienated	participant	of	the	
spectacle,	 nor	 is	 it	 the	 phantasmatically	 nostalgic	 return	 to	 a	 series	 of	
pasts	that	never	were	exactly	as	one	may	imagine	them.	It	is	the	regen-
erative	sleep	of	open	search	and	fertile	dreams	that	may	lead	to	an	art	of	
nonconformist	criticality.
	 I	have	suggested	that	ideas	and	images	from	the	deeper	past	may	pro-
vide	fuel	to	go	a	distance	in	one’s	life	as	an	artist.	Throughout	this	book,	I	
apply	feminism’s	willingness	to	identify	and	critique	power	structures	to	
wider	fields	of	inquiry	in	the	hope	that,	at	the	very	least,	I	can	bring	to	my	
examination	of	contemporary	culture	the	ability	to	disbelieve.	I	can	assert	
the	value	of	a	grain	of	salt—and	a	healthy	dash	of	negativity	about	present	
appearances	can’t	hurt.
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