East Village "84

Commeniary:
The Problem
with Puerilism

he history of modernism can be

read (and recently it has been) as a

rics of uncqual exchanges between

the culture industry and the various urban

subcultures which come into cxistence on

of, and resist assimilation

into, contrlled socil ifo—exchangss me-

y the avant-gar

csablishment of & cultore industey -

pos Manhatian’s East _Village—a

ncighborbood of multiple raciel and cth-

nic, deviant and delinquent subcultures—

15'ihe Tatcst episode. . hat hisiony. An

atempt_magically 10 resolve a classic

overproduction crisis (overproduction by

artists, overproduetion of artists), this sud-

den cxpansion of the market is also a text-

cultural economy; as

such, it can be analyzed differently than it
has been in the preceding pages.

‘What has been constructed in the East
Village is a simulacrum of the social for-
mation from which the modernist avant-
g rring, of
coursc, to la bohmre, the milicu in which

i ctors of

the cultural economy takes place. By the
mid-19th century, the progressive margi-
nalization of the.artistie profesion, and
the erosion of artists’ social and fi
standing which this marginalization fre-
quently entailed, had resulted in loose,
shifting alliances between artists and other
social groups—the ragpickers, streetwalk-
ers and street entertainers, eic., who ap-

tion that beggars wear gloves—whi
lowed contradictory attitudes to exist side
by side.

Avant-garde irony was not, of course,
reserved for the underclasses, but was of-
ten twrned on the bourgeoisic as well; in
either case, what it expresses is. the avant
o venca
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garde’s intermediary position bewween the
two, As Stuart 0 has writien
extensively on the politics of subcultural
formations, observes, “The bohemian sub-
culture of the avant-garde that has arisen
from time to time in the modern city, is
both distinet from its ‘parcnt’ culture (the
urban culture of the middle class int
genisia) and yet also a part of it (sharing.
with it a modemnising outlook, standards
of education. a privileged relation vis-
s productve labour, and o on)"! The
fact that avant-garde artists had only

tially withdrawn from the mmd\ccim
clite—which also constitutes the primary,
if not the only, audience for avant-garde

ped them for the economic function they
would eventually be called upon to
form—that of broker between the culture
indusiey and subeultures,

Subcultures demonsurate an_extraordi-
nary ability 1o improvise, out of the mate-
rials of consumer culture, ad hoc cultural
forms which function as markers of both

{grou) identity and (cutural) 3
(Hall Subcultures ~adopt and adapt mate:
rial_objects—goods and possessions—and
reorganize them into distinetive ‘styles
h express the collectivity of their be-
as-a-group.”) Grounded in concrete
social practices, these “styles” offer an
alternative to the sterility of museum cul-
ture, and have periodically been appro-
priated as such by the avant-garde. Here is
an (extremely condensed) description of
this process:
Improvised [subcultural] forms are usually firs
made saleable by trepreneus
who spring up in and around any Sctive subsul-
ture. Theough their effots, a wider circle of
comsumersgins acces 0 an alluring subealv-
Lin 2 more nd shallow
ok o he et of th ol S sre
removed from the context of subtle rital
which had first informed them. At

out, adapied 1© the demands of mass manufac-
ed 10 the last job-lot and bargain

e, an
counter

Thus, thanks to the “pioneering” efforts
of the avantgarde, difircnce st be
comes an object of consumption.

hin the last few years in New
\x Ttork we have witntsicd o serics
of isolated atiempts 1o begin this
process again: the reconsalidation of SoHo
around established high-art traditions has
propelled young, sometimes radical artists
out to new marginal locations—the
Bronx, an abandoned massage parlor just
south of Times Square—where they have
regrouped with new subcultural recruits.
e recent centralization of this tendency
in the East Village provides it with both a
ic and, more importantly, an eco-
nomic base, a network of artist-run com-
mercial galleries established specifically
for the markelma of subcultural produc-
tions (grafft, cartooning and other verna-
cular expressions) or puerile imitations of

nimportan
subcultural category.) The prevalence of
subcultural _models in _contemporary
“avant-garde” production—both the “new”

sculpture.
uraion ire, 10 it bt two examplcs, are
entircly dependent upon them—suy

that this is a_global, rather “than oca,

rtang ultural  appropriation
the maintenance of a global cultural
economy.
If we regard the East Village art “scenc™

as an economic, rather than esthetic, de-
welopment, we ca t for the one
c)\:\r:\cwnsm of that “scene” which seems
more conventional notions
of avantgarce sciivity, | am refeming to
the surrender, by the East Village artist-
entrepreneurs, to the means-end rationali-
1ty of the marketplace: “Paintings are do
ways 10 collector’s [sic] home:

Village painter proclaims in a recent inter-
view, no doubt hoping his candor will be
mistaken for cynicism. Despile attempts
to fabricate 2 genealogy for the artist-run
galleries of the Fast Village in the alterna-
tive-space movement of the ‘705, what has
‘been constructed in the East Village s not
an alternative to, but a miniature replica
of, the contemporary art market—a kind

Junior Achicvement for young culture-
industrialists.

Even this aspect of the “scene” is famil-
iar: it repeats Warhol's open acknowledge-
ment of the marketability of an allurng
avant-garde pose—a pose created, more-
aver, through Allation with & variety of
deviant and delinquent subculwral types.
(Recently, an East Village artist staged a
simulacrum of the Factory—itself a simu-
lated Bohemia—thereby confirming War-
hal's preoedence.) Whether ironic or not,
Warhol's acquiescence o the logic of the
culture industry—his _transformation of
e studio nko & Eaciry, L wdoption of
the techniqu

history of the avantgarde, the point at
which its function in the mechanisms of
cullural cconomy first became visible.
(Without Warhol, the above analysis of
the avant-garde would not have been pos-
sible.) By destroying the avant-garde’s pre-
tense 1o autonomy, Warhol has left subsc-

nomi fole—ihe alermative. pursucd by
the East Village “avant-garde”—or they
actively work to dislodge an entrenched,
institutionalized avant-garde production
model

the avant-garde in cultural economy

in general, the East Vilage demon-
strates the implication of that economy in
broader social and political processes. For

Ir Warhol exposed the implication of

—

this expansion of the market also_ partici-
paies in the ongoing “Manhattanization™
of New York—the uprooting and displace-
ment, by a coalition of city politicians
(headed by the Mayor) and real-estate
speculators, of the city’s subcultural popu-
lations, and their replacement with a
young, upwardly mobile professional class.
‘Atists are not, of course, responsible for
“gentrification™; they are often its V\e\:ms‘
as the closing of any number of East Vil-
age gallerics, forced, out of the area by
rents they helped to inflate, will sooner o
later demonstrate. Artists can, however,
ok wihin the pomenuni
tion mobilize resistance

e potiieal and ceanamic inerets which
East Village ant serves (as the artists affl-
iated with PADD, who are responsible for
the illustrations accompanying this text,
have done).
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‘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
reception in the European and, now, the
American art press has been ecstatic. An
all 100 familiar reaction to the increasing
homogenization, standardization, rigidifi-
cation of contemporary social life, this
reception i yet another manifesiaion of
what Jacques A desibes 33 our -
fous scareh Tt lost difere
logic from which difference xlsell'has wen
excluded.™ Searcl r lost difference
has become the primary activity of the
contemporary avant-garde. But as it seeks
out and develops more and more resistant
areas of social life for mass<cultural con-
sumption, the avant-garde only intensifies
the condition it attempts 10 alleviate. The
appropriation of the forms whereby sub-
<ultures resist assimilation is part of, ra
er than an antidote 10, the general leveling
of real scxual, regional and cultural differ-
<nces and their replacement with the cul-
twre industry’s arti e prodesd,
erence”—in the
tance, the empty diversity and
puerilism of the amv.u;.g ‘avant-garde.
—Craig Qwens
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