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the intended audience for criticism and that art critical texts must be
read in the same ways that academic texts are read.

Academic art criticism, that distinctive genre that coalesced as a
result of the reception of Art and Culture, can be a provocative and
powerful manifestation of criticism. But to assume that it alone is in
the position to define what "counts" as art criticism is itself a failure
to follow the virtues of metaphorical exile and a manifestation of an
academic guild mentality that maintains a whiggish canon of art
criticism that serves primarily to justify itself as the authentic form of
art criticism. The academic aversion to arts journalism has become a
repudiation of the critical spirit of modern criticism: the impression-
istic, belles-lettristic, essayist, rhetorical, "journalistic" writing o f
non-academics, and non-professionals, that characterized the genre
as a public discourse from the first quarter of the nineteenth century.

Because it attempts to reconfigure the relationship between criti-
cism and art history, it is thus not surprising that Michael Fried's
long introduction to his collected essays and reviews has not received
the attention it deserves. In fact, it is dismissed by Elkins in the Cork
panel discussion as "strange," and most of the panelists brush it off as
too personal to be of  much use.' But criticism is nothing i f  not
personal (and "passionate, partisan, and political," t o  quote
Baudelaire). Fried's essay is a remarkably frank, provocative, and
problematic attempt to struggle with his role as a critic and its rela-
tionship to his work as an art historian. And what is more, it is his
attempt to reconcile his role, his practice in a context in which there
were no fixed rules or boundaries, and he was forced to make it up as
he went along. This introductory essay is an attempt to reflect on this
process. Like Greenberg, Fried is concerned about what criticism is
and what his role as a critic is (and was). But his strategies and
conclusions are quite different from Greenberg. In  fact, Fried's
publication of his essays and reviews function, in many ways, as an
alternative Art and Culture.

From these and other panel discussions about the state of art
criticism, it appears that what counts as art criticism is now defined
exclusively by the academic guild. (And Fried's definitions are no
exception.) Academics produce "authentic" art criticism, while non-
academics produce arts journalism. I f  you have tenure, you can talk,
about what counts as art criticism. The problem with this is that it
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this is not criticism. It may get you tenure, but it isn't criticism.

Sheila Farr
Art Criticism: Who's Listening?

Audience is key to any discussion of art criticism, and got surprisingly
little attention in the roundtables. Who are we writing for? Why
should they care? The standard complaint about academic writing—
whether it's categorized as history or criticism—is that much of it
seems to be aimed at other academics. Journalists have a more diverse
audience and the opportunity to entice those who know little about
the subject while prodding the assumptions of those who do. Just
because the opportunity is there, of course, doesn't mean we always
take it.

I'm a daily newspaper critic, which some of the panelists consider
an oxymoron. That's okay: I 'm ambivalent about the title, too.
Clearly much of the reporting (and even investigative reporting) I
end up doing in my role as the visual art critic for the Seattle Times
has nothing to do with critical writing. But those of us who write
about art for newspapers are a diverse bunch. With a background in
visual art, dance, literature, and poetry—not journalism—I never
intended to write for a daily paper. But I love the opportunities and
the audience it presents me, even if the drop-dead pace and hit-and-
run style don't suit my temperament.

My first exposure to arts writing, growing up in the 1960s, was
reading Tom Robbins. Before his debut novel Another Roadside
Attraction, Tom was the art critic for the Seattle Times. Much like
Dave Hickey, he wrote reviews with slam-dunk judgments and daz-
zling prose that were always fin to read and deeply intriguing, even if
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you couldn't figure out where those snappy judgments came fro
(Tom once made headlines himself, arrested for indecent exposure
a Happening. It stuck in my mind then that a person must be fearl
to be an art critic—and I've since learned from personal experien
that it's true!)

I enjoyed working through transcripts of  the roundtable dis
cussions, dictionary at hand, even though at times it was a tough
go. And naturally, being a critic, I'm glad to offer my assessmen
First, Jim Elkins deserves applause for initiating the discussion
herding the cats. It's good to step back and take a hard look
what we do so fervently every day. The most focused part of the
discussion dealt with the question o f  how history and criticis
overlap. When i t  came to  issues o f  contemporary criticism
should it describe or judge? What is its relationship to commerce
Should i t  be taught at universities?—the debate got more co
voluted and tangential.

By the end, criticism was starting to look like a solipsis
endeavor, all wrapped up in itself. I couldn't help wondering, how
we serving art? (By that I don't mean gallery owners, publicists,
ists, art collectors, and curators.) And how are we serving our reade

I f  my early reading convinced me that art criticism can
engaging and even exhilarating, I've since developed my own ide
about its function. Here are some of them:

1. One of the greatest powers and responsibilities of a critic is
choosing what to write about and what to exclude. In this
respect, art historians are definitely critics when it comes to
canon formation, no way around it.

2. Description isn't art criticism but it plays an important role,
both in helping a reader picture the work in question and in
helping the critic reveal the work's effectiveness. It's not a
question of whether to describe or judge, rather how to
present visual art in verbal terms.

3. Evaluation is essential to art criticism. Judgment is not. I
with Michael Newman, who pointed out in the second
roundtable that the act of weighing, comparing, contrasting,
contextualizing needs to happen before a thumbs-up or
-down. The most profound critical writing sometimes leaves

open questions. Our aesthetic should always be stretching.
History has made lots of snap judgments look pretty silly.

4. Context matters—the framework of art history and
contemporary culture, and the context in which the work is
shown.

Readers come first in all this because writing is an act of com-
munication. I f  art criticism isn't clear enough so that people
understand it and compelling enough so they want to read it, we are
writing to ourselves. It's our job to be interesting and relevant. That
way, there's a chance of prying open people's minds.

Which is how we serve art. I f  a critic can inspire people to go
look at art—be it a landscape painting, a multi-media video installa-
tion, an incendiary performance, or a sculpture made out of petrol-
eum jelly--and consider it in a different, more expansive way than
they would have done on their own, if we can change one person's set
"I don't like that" or "my kid could have done it" attitude to a sense of
curiosity and openness, we have done something right.

There is much more to it, of course, but that's where I like to
start. Critical theory is a lot like theology. In order to debate it, you
need to subscribe to a certain dogma and believe in something
ineffable. All of us who write about art no doubt believe in it. But
when it comes to defining what "it" is, we remain pretty much at sea.

Compartmentalizing visual art can be a futile enterprise, like dis-
secting a corpse to find the soul. For me, some of the most revealing
writers about art have come from the ranks of poetry, philosophy,
psychology, literature. As critics, we work in a strange zone where the
validity °four judgments (those of us who make them!) can't be proven.
The only real measure of our relevance is how readers—and the artists
we write about—respond, and how well our ideas hold up over time.

Pier Dominguez
From Art Criticism to "Art" "Criticism"

After the appearance of a recent New York Times article which chron-
icled the results of a survey sent to certain critics and writers in an
effort to select the greatest work of American fiction of the past 25
years, some of the writers who replied to the survey were allowed to
discuss the results in an online forum. In the discussion, Michael
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