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Craig Owens' 1984 essay, "The Problem with
Puerilism," was written for a very specific
context: as a response to the predominantly
celebratory tone taken in Artforum at the time
with regard to the emerging East Village art
scene.” Much hyped for its energy, youthfulness,
and general coolness, the scene was widely
taken for granted. As such, it was exported as a
generation rather than as a style or an -ism, or,
for that matter, as individual artists (though
individual artists were inevitably to emerge from
it once its moment passed). The packaging of the
East Village art scene is exemplary — it was, after
all, the first conscious attempt at establishing
and selling such a scene. It was also significant
for having marketed itself through an idea of
seamless connection between art production
and general, generational (sub)cultural
production in the form of cultural artefacts such
as fashion, music, and a certain lifestyle.

Rather than celebrate this model, Owens
attempts to deconstruct and historicize it at the
very moment of its emergence. Without the
convenience of art historical hindsight at his
disposal, Owens employs an acute
understanding of the power of sign value, of
inscriptions on and projections into the economy
of the sign. For this reason, his contribution can
be seen as exemplary as well — exemplary of a
possible art criticism that is as involved as it is
distanced, establishing a position beyond the
choice of simultaneity and reportage on the one
hand, and historical and critical distance on the
other (a position sorely missed in most
contemporary art magazines). Owens traces the
construction of the East Village scene far beyond
the simple contention that it constituted a
reaction to the alternative scene of the 1970s,
returning to the seminal merger between art
production and cultural industry in Andy
Warhol's Factory of the 1960s, and further, to the
emergence of the bohéme figure of early
modernism.

Both the advent of the early avant-gardes
and that of Warhol's Factory coincided with
critical moments in the development of
capitalism, marked in the first instance by a shift
from artisanship to industrial labor (from
workshop to factory), and in the second by a shift
from Fordism (factory production) to post-
industrialism (immaterial labor). The importance
of this shift from formalist to materialist critique
marks the emergence of an art scene as an
economic enterprise rather than an esthetic one,
and Owens shows how artistic trends can be
analyzed according to overall changes in both
capitalist production and consumption.

Furthermore, this shift enables Owens to tie
art production to urban development — the
(capitalist) production of space — to show how
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he history of can be

read (and recently it has been) as &

series of unequal exchanges between
the culture industry and the various urban
subcultures which come into existence on
the margins of, and resist assimilation
into, controlled social life—exchanges me-
diated by the avantgarde.! The recent
eswablishment of a cullure-industry out-
post in  Manhattan’s East Villige—a
neighborhood of multiple racial and eth-
nic, deviant and delinguent subcultures—
is the latlest episode in that history. An
attempt magically o resolve a classic
overproduction crisis (overproduction by
arists, overproduction of artisis), this sud-
den expansion of the market is also a texi-
book case in modern cullural cconomy; as
such, it can be analyzed differently than it
has been in the preceding pages.

What has been constructed in the East
Village is & simulacrum of the social for-
mation from which the modernist avant-
garde first emerged: | am referring. of
course, to la bohtme, the miliew in which
exchange between high and low sectors of
the cultural economy takes place. By the
mid-15th century, the progressive margi-
nalization of the artistic profession, and
the erosion of artists’ social and financial
standing which this marginalization fre-
quently entailed, had resulted in loose,
shifiing alliances between antists and other
social groups—the ragpickers, streetwalks
ers and streel emtertainers, eic., who ap-
pear in the poetry of Baudelaire, the
paintings of Courbet, Manet, Daumier,
cic. From the very beginning, however,
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garde’s intermediary position between the
two. As Stwart Hall, who has written
extensively on the politics of subcultural
formations, observes, e bohemian sub-
culture of the avani-garde that has arisen
from time to time in the modern city, is
both distinct from its *parent’ culture (!
urban culwre of the middle class inelli-
gentsia) and yet also a pan of it (sharing
with it a modernising outlook, standards
of education, a privileged relation vis-&-
vis productive fabour, and so on)"? The
fact that avani-garde artists had only par-
tially withdrawn from the middle-class
clite—which also constitutes the primary,
if not the unly nud.l:nw for avant-garde

the garde’s relation to
ypes was ambivalent; hence, its ccle-
brated irony—Baudelare’s recommenda-
tion that beggars wear gloves—which al-
lowed contradictory attitudes to exist side
by side.

Avant-garde irony was not, of cousse,
reserved for the underclasses, but was of
ten turned on the bourgeoisie as well; in
cither case, what it expresses is the avant-
[

ina
Y pesition; but lln; position also equip-
ped them for the economic function they
would cveniually be called upon 1o per-
form—that of broker the cultare
indlustry and subcultures.

Subcultures demonstrate an _extraordi-
nary ability to improvise, out of the mate-
rials of consumer culture, ad hoc culwral
forms which function as markers of bath
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(group) identity and fcultural) difference.
(Hall: Subcultures “adopt and adapt mate-
rial objects—goods and possessions—and
reorganize them into distinctive sly)es
which express the collectivity
ing-as-a-group.”) Grounded in concrete
social practices, these “styles™ offer an
alternative 1o the sterility of museum cul-
ture, and have periodically been appro-
pmlgd as such by the wml-g,ude Here is

of

Village painter proclaims in a recent inter-
wview, no doubt hoping his candor will be
mistaken for cynicism. Despilc atiempis
to fabricate & genealogy for the artist-run
galleries of the East Village in the alterna-
tive-space movement of the "70s, wl

been constructed in the East Village is not
an alternative 1o, but & miniature repliea
of, the contemporary arnt market—a kind
of Tunior Achievement for young culture-

:hzs POCEss:
Improvised [subculiural] forms are usually first
made saleable by the anisan-level entrepeerears
who spring up in and around any active subcul
ture. Through their effors, a wider cirche of
cOnSUmMErs gains access 1o an alluring subcult-
ral pose. but in & mare detached and shallow
form as the clements of the oniginal style are
removed from the comtext of subtke ritual
which had first informed them. AL this peint, it
appears 10 the large Eahion and entertainment
concerns s a promisin Camponents of
an already diluted siylistic complex are selected
out, adapied 10 the demands of mass manufac-
ture, and pushed 1 the last job-lot and bargain
counter,

Thus, thanks to the "pmn«m\g efforts
of the avant-garde, erence first be-
comes an object of consumption.

ithin the last few years in New
York we have witnessed a series
of isolated auempts 1o begin this

process again: the reconsolidation of SoHo
around established high-art traditions has
propelled young, sometimes radical artists
out 1o new marginal locations—the South
Brons, an abandoned massage parlor just

Even this aspect of the "scene™ is farnil-
iar: it repeats Warhol's open acknowledge-
ment of the markeia of an alluring
avant-garde pose—a pose created, mores
over, through affiliation with a variety of
deviant and delinquent subcultural types.
(Recently, an East Village artist staged a
simulacrum of the Factory—itself a simu-
lated Bohemia—thereby confirming War-
} Whether ironic or not,
‘Warhol's acquiescence to the logic of the
culture industry—his transformation of
the studio into a Factory, his mwm of
the techniques of serialized prod
erc—=stands as a pivoial moment in a.c
history of the avami-garde, the point al

which its function in the mechanisms of
culral ecopomy first became visible.
(Without Warhol, the above analysis of
the avani-garde would not have becn pos-
sible.) By desteoying the avant-garde's pre-
tense to awtonomy, Warhol has lefl subse-
quent “avant-gardes” two alernatives: ei-
ther they openly acknowledge their eco-
nomic role—the alternative pursued by
the East Village “avant-garde”—or they
actively work 10 dislodge an enrenched,

avant-garde

this expansion of the market also pariici
pates in the ongoing “Manhattanization™
of New York—the uprooting and displace-
ment, by a coalition of city politicians
(headed by the Mayor) and realestate
speculators, of the city's subcultural popu-
lations, and their replacement wnl\ a
young., upwardly mobile profe class.

The East Village is not only a local phe-
nomenon, but also a global symptom, Ex-
hibitions of East Village art have been
mounted as far afield as Amsterdam; its
u-oepu:m in the European and. now, the

merican art press has been ecstatic. An
a\l 00 Eumhar rea.:mm m the increasing
rigidifi-

Artists are not, of course, responsible for
“gentnification”; they are often its victims,
as the cl.osmx of any number of East Vil-
lage galleries, forced out of the arca by
rents they helped 1o inflate, will sconer or
later Artists can, however,

south of Times Sg y have

regrouped with new subcultural recruits
The recent centralization of this tendency
in the East Village provides it with bath a
geographic and, more importantly, an cco-
nomic base, a network of artist-run com.

model.
Ir Warhol exposed the implication of

the avant-garde in cultural ceonomy
in general, the East Village demon-
strates the i ion of that economy in

mercial
for the marketing of subcultural produc-

tions (graffiti, cartooning and other verna-
cular expressions) or puerile imitations of
them. {The youth of the new avant- or,
rather, “enfant-garde”  indicates that
Youth itself has become an imporam
subcultural category.) The prevalence of
subcultural in contemporary
“avanigarde” production—both the “new”
British sculpture amd the French fip
wration libre, to cite but two examples, are
entirely dependent upon them—suggests

that this is a global, rather than logal,
phenomenon; but it also documents the

in the maintenance of a global cultural
cconomy.

If we regard the East Village an “scene”
as an economic, rather than esthetic, de-
velopment, we can account for the umc
characteristic of that “scene™ which seen
1o contradict more conventional nutwm
of avant-garde activity. | am referring 10
the surrender, by the East Village artist-
entreprencurs, (o the means-end rational
ty of the marketplace: “Paintings are door-
ways 19 collector’s [sic] homes,” one East

broader sacial and political processes, For

-;-. e R eserva
ot

work within the community fo call atten-
tion to, and mobilize resistance againsi,
the political and economic interests which
East Village an serves (as the artists affil-
igted with PADD, who are responsible for
the illustrations accompanying this text,
have done).

Pasters by Day
i 1984,

cation of contemporary social life, this
reception is yet another manifestation of
what Jacques Attali describes as our “anx-
ious search for lost differences within a
logic from which difference itself has been
excluded.™ Searching for lost difference
has become the primary activity of the
contemporary avant-garde. But as it secks
out and develops more and more resistant
areas of social life for mass-cultural con-
sumption, the avani-garde only intensifics
the condition it attemnpts to alleviate. The
appropriation of the forms whereby sub-
cultures resist assimilation is part of, rath-
er than an antidete 1o, the general leveling
of real sexual, regional and cultural differ-
ences and their replacement with the cul-
wre industry’s artificial, m uced,
generic signifiers for “Difference™—in the
present instance, the empty diversity and
puerilism of the East Village “avani-garde.”

—Craig Owens

1. Scc Thomas Crow, “Madermism and Mass
Culture in the Visual Ans™ in Buchloh, Gui-
baut and Solkin, eds., Modernism and Modern
ity, Halifax, The Press of the Nova Scotin Cole
of A and Design, 1983, pp. 213-64,
Although 1 would angue with Crow's tendency
to treat the modernist avant-garde as & resistant
subculture, the following treatment of culture.
indusiry-subcultural relations is indebted 1o his.
2 Hall and Jefferson, eds., Resistance through
Rituals, London, 1976, p. 13. Alo cited in
Crow, p. 259,
3. Crow, p. 252. For a more complex analysis
of these mechanisms, Crov'y cailre sectlon Vil
Ewlﬂ -55) should be co
4. Jacques Am‘\l "Innodwmon w Bruits,” So
etal Text 7 (5 1983), 7.
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the emergence of an ever "new" art scene is
always more complicit with processes of
gentrification and marginalization than it is
critical of such byproducts of urban renewal. In
stark opposition to the alternative lifestyle and
contestation of space they advertise, artists and
"scenesters" are in fact essential to the post-
Fordist turnover of obsolete industrial space
from spaces of production to spaces of
consumption. In Sharon Zukin's influential Loft
Living, a more thorough study contemporary with
Owens' text, she named this process, with a sly
paraphrasing of Marx's notion of an Asiatic mode
of production, an "Artistic Mode of Production!"?2
Exemplified by the East Village scene described
by Owens, an AMP has less to do with the
production of actual goods (or artworks, if you
will) than it does with the related task of
producing urban forms, lifestyles, and
consumption. Indeed, an AMP is integral to the
connections between accumulation and
consumption in a post-Fordist economy.

For Owens, this link is found in the very sign
value of scene-making itself as it was presentin
the East Village, where the subculture emerged
not as a product of the urban development of
capitalism, but rather as (co)producer of the
actual shift from spaces of production to spaces
of consumption. As such, Owens here presents
the social formation of the bohemian as little
more than a simulacrum. Never removed or
detached in his critique, Owens asked involved,
difficult questions on a soft topic, linking hot,
young artists and the apparently benign forces of
innocent scene-making directly to the principles
of a cultural — or even consciousness — industry,
and his analysis still stands today. Indeed, the
East Village art scene became the template for
an endless succession of new scenes destined to
take hold in cities such as Berlin and London, as
well as for the globalization of the cultural
industry itself, seen in the growth of the art
market and the formation of an international
circuit.
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