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Crisis: such a frequently used, yet decidedly dramatic, term.
 
It conjures imagery of difficulty, conditions of instability and emotional upheaval. 
As the crucial stage in most narratives, the term’s negative implications necessitate a turning 
point—crisis signals the beginning of decisive change. The future, for better or for worse, 
is denoted by crisis, as the concept of crisis becomes synonymous with change itself. 
Appropriately named, KAPSULA* encapsulates this pivotal state in its inaugural issue. 

In our call for submissions we invited writers to explore the topic of “crisis as it relates to 
contemporary art.” This notion of crisis—particularly within art criticism—has been aris-
ing in various publications and panel discussions with some frequency throughout the past 
decade. Revealingly, the submissions we received suggested that these anxieties had much 
earlier historical precedents in areas such as art criticism, individual artist’s careers, represen-
tation within contemporary art, and so on. In the December 2006 issue of the Brooklyn Rail 
writer Irving Sandler raised several questions about crisis in art criticism that have become 
something of a touchstone for the discussion: 

Is there justification in the widespread feeling among us that art criticism is irrelevant, eclipsed 
by the activities of dealers, collectors, and curators, and consequently that there is a crisis in art 
criticism? 

If so, how can art criticism be made more relevant? 



How does the current structure of the art world and the roles of dealers, collectors, and curators 
usurp the functions of art critics and threaten the integrity and impact of criticism, if indeed 
they do? 

Are we too timid in dealing with the power structures in the art world? 

If so, how can we overcome our timidity? 
[Emphasis ours.]   

The Brooklyn Rail published four response letters to Sandler’s 2006 call to critics, and twen-
ty response essays in a 2012 revisitation of the call. Within a Canadian context the recent 
issue of C Magazine featured an essay by Ben Davis exploring art criticism and crisis, and 
an editorial letter outlining Amish Morrell’s worries about the field’s “stark lack of social 
and geographic diversity.” Clearly Sandler’s questions have not gone unconsidered. And yet, 
despite the wealth of writing on the topic, the submissions we received managed to do some-
thing new: frame crisis as a productive force. Despite the breadth of their topics—ranging 
from the politics of representation in contemporary art to the function of art criticism to the 
impact of cultural appropriation and identity construction—the essays are linked by a sense 
of quiet optimism. Although operating in different registers, each writer manages to convey 
the productive potential of the critical moment. 

Perhaps we needn’t avert crisis after all.
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Perpetual Crisis: 
Art Criticism and Allegations of Dissolution

“Now I can’t see that crisis any longer means a climax… 
Since our lives, both by nature and by the newspapers, are 
so full of crises that one is no longer aware of it, then it is 
clear that life goes on regardless…”
       
 

“The joke in the art world nowadays,” claimed Laurie Fen-
drich in 2011, “is that the function of today’s art critic is to 
be on panels about the crisis in art criticism.” And the joke 
had teeth, for by that time the frequency of organized con-
versations about a perceived crisis in criticism had become 
almost overwhelming. In 2002, October had assembled a 
round table of art historians, curators and critics; the dis-
cussion opened with George Baker citing Paul de Man’s 
“Criticism and Crisis,” and featured a number of references 
to the notion of a crisis in art criticism. Three years after 
that, james Elkins assembled a seminar on art criticism, 
and watched the conversation turn repeatedly to the topic 
of a perceived crisis. And on, and on: panels explicitly dedi-
cated to the theme soon began to multiply, until Adrian 
Searle could coolly observe, in 2008, that “At almost every 
international art fair over the past few years, there has been 
a panel discussion about the crisis in art criticism. I have 
found myself talking about the topic in London, Madrid, 

Berlin and Miami. Wherever critics are paid to gather (you 
wouldn’t catch us in the same room otherwise), they go on 
about the crisis.” 

But what did this perceived crisis involve, in specific terms? 
Well, as Katy Siegel put it, those who pointed to a crisis in 
art criticism were, variously, 

upset about the disappearance of the old, excit-
ing Artforum, the breakdown of modernism, the 
fading of theoretical critique, money’s increas-
ing saturation of the art world, the supplant-
ing of the critic by the curator as the dominant 
gatekeeper to artist success, the journalistic reli-
ance on press releases and publicity puffery, and 
the academic reliance on jargon and dogma.

To be sure, one could refine or extend this list. Elkins, for 
instance, contended that art criticism is “massively pro-
duced, and massively ignored,” while Raphael Rubinstein 
fretted about “a widespread inability of critics to look intel-
ligently” and to offer bold judgments. And Baker, in citing 
de Man, articulated a nostalgia for the recurring renewal 
of critical discourses that de Man had identified in writing 
of the late 1960s. Criticism had since lost, in Baker’s view, 
much of its broader relevance: by retreating into esoteric 
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language, it had abandoned the very stakes that it had tra-
ditionally defended.

Although the terms vary, though, recent references to a 
crisis have tended to share at least one common trait: they 
locate the origins of that crisis in the late 1970s. For in-
stance, Thomas Crow and Andrea Fraser have each point-
ed to that decade as the moment in which the critic was 
relegated to an essentially promotional status, forced to 
do little more than ratify judgments already made by the 
curators who were an active part of what Crow called the 
productive apparatus. And, indeed, it was in 1974 that 
Barbara Rose plaintively suggested that the critic “has 
been redefined as the artist’s impresario, rather than the 
judge of quality.” The hairy-chested health (as Elkins has 
described it) of high modernist criticism is thus seen as 
giving way to a practice that was less confident, powerful, 
and relevant. The era of Greenberg, it would seem, had 
given way to the relatively unimpressive phenomenon of 
critics debating the exact contours of the crisis that had 
beset their craft.

But while such a narrative may be compelling in its tidi-
ness, it overlooks an important fact: that art critics had 
repeatedly complained of a crisis in criticism well before 
the 1970s. Indeed, as de Man had pointed out in the essay 
cited by Baker, criticism has almost always been accom-
panied by a sense of crisis. De Man, of course, was speak-
ing of literary criticism, but the same observation can be 
made, as well, of art criticism. And, given the currently 
pervasive sense of a recently arrived crisis, it might thus be 
useful to draw up a brief survey of some of the more com-
pelling historical examples of a sense that art criticism 
was, for one reason or another, in crisis. What follows, 
then, is a selective overview that is far from comprehen-
sive but that may restore a degree of historical depth to 
claims that the field is in crisis.

ii.
We might begin by noting that even the consensus golden 
age of American art criticism – that is, the mid-1960s, 
when Greenberg’s Art and Culture had solidified his repu-
tation as a critic of influence, and Artforum was beginning 
to assume a national prominence – was seen by some as a 
period of considerable decline. “The estate of art criticism,” 
opined one writer in Quadrant in 1967, “is in shambles.” 
And what, precisely, was the problem? Obscurity and in-
coherence had allegedly turned criticism into a hermetic, 
irrelevant exercise. The turn towards theory, most visible 
in the writings of critics such as Michael Fried and Ro-
salind Krauss, meant a turn towards willful opacity. The 
golden age, from such a point of view, was nothing but a 
mirage: a gilded shell.

Ironically, however, such a position objected to a tenden-
cy – the turn towards purported objectivity and ambi-
tious theoretical analysis – that had itself been motivated 
by a dissatisfaction with the state of art criticism. After 
all, Greenberg (and, soon after, Barbara Rose, Fried and 
Krauss) deplored what they saw as the florid, evocative 
writing that characterized ARTnews in the late 1950s. One 
thinks, for instance, of Rose’s cool reference to “fifties art 
writing, which foolishly attempted to evoke the art object 
by creating a literary equivalent for it.” Or of Greenberg’s 
acidic 1962 “how Art Writing Earns its Bad Name,” in 
which he proclaimed that “contemporary art criticism is 
absurd not only because of its rhetoric, its language, and 
its solecisms of logic. It is also absurd because of its repeti-
tiousness.” Greenberg didn’t use the term crisis – he pre-
ferred the more dramatic fatality – but his basic meaning 
was clear: art criticism was in grave danger.
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Given that Greenberg had been writing since the late 
1930s, though, he was surely familiar with earlier asser-
tions that the field was in peril. After all, the 1940s had 
also witnessed doubts about the ability of art criticism to 
meaningfully fulfill its duties. Stephen Foster has referred 
to the “crisis of the forties,” by which he means a broad 
sense that art criticism was in dire need of new catego-
ries and names. And, indeed, if you flip through relevant 
journals from that decade, you’ll come across relatively 
regular references to a perceived decline in criticism. 
Abraham Kaplan’s “On the so-called Crisis in Criticism,” 
which appeared in the Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criti-
cism in 1948, is typical in this regard, as it takes for grant-
ed a common sense that the field was in crisis.

That sense can be understood in various ways, but surely 
it should be read at least in part as a manifestation of the 
anxiety of influence. After all, the prior generation of 
art critics – men such as Apollinaire, Fry, and Cortissoz 
– was exceptionally influential. Apollinaire had coined 
the term surreal and written several early notices about 
the yet-unknown Picasso, while Fry introduced the art 
world to the notion of Post-Impressionism and Cortis-
soz enjoyed a sizable readership due to his perch at the 
Herald Tribune, where he worked for a full half century. 
Almost anything would seem, in the wake of such accom-
plishments, like a decline. And yet, even in those halcyon 
days there were occasional whispers that all was not well 
with criticism. D.h. Lawrence, in 1929, had announced 
that “Modern art criticism is in a curious hole.” And an 
anonymous writer in the Edinburgh Review in 1908 had 
little faith, in a lengthy diatribe against color-printing, in 
the ability of art critics to do the responsible thing. After 
stating that critics enjoyed sparse power or influence, he 
added that critics could hardly be counted on to do the 
right thing. “And yet it is impossible,” the author mourn-
fully proclaimed, “in the present crisis to congratulate 

modern art critics on their bearing. Never, in truth, did 
any brigade exhibit less stomach for a fight.”

Maybe, maybe not – but it is clear that the idea of a sapped, 
enervated art criticism was far from unprecedented, even 
in 1908. In fact, comparable complaints were entirely 
common in the 1880s and 1890s. In 1889, for instance, 
jules Antoine – writing in Art et critique – argued that 
“Art criticism has been really sick for several years.” Part 
of the problem, he claimed, involved dealers who were in-
serting themselves into the critical process, but he also be-
moaned the constant pressure applied by advocates of cer-
tain artists and the demands of newspaper criticism, which 
forced critics to merely skim the surface of subjects that 
they might otherwise investigate more thoroughly. Com-
plicating all of this was the sheer profusion of the number 
of shows that now competed for the Parisian critic’s atten-
tion. Thus, even as critics such as Fénéon wrote passionate-
ly about Neo-Impressionist works (indeed, he coined the 
term), the very enterprise of criticism was accompanied, in 
Dario Gamboni’s words, “by a feeling of crisis.”

But even then that was nothing new. Ultimately, com-
parable forms of doubt stretch all the way back into the 
earliest years of art criticism’s history as a self-aware genre. 
In 1834, for instance, the anonymous author of an essay 
entitled “Criticism on Fine Art” gravely announced that 
“There is no department of criticism which is so imper-
fectly filled as that of Fine Arts, and there never was a time 
perhaps when it was at a lower ebb than at the present.” 
Continuing, he referred to “the little value attached by 
artists to contemporary criticism,” and he yearned – much 
like Rubinstein, 170 years later – for more critics who 
united honesty and boldness to knowledge and judgment. 
But why stop in 1834? French art criticism, in its earliest 
decades, had also experienced a consistent series of chal-
lenges that might fairly be termed crises. At several points 
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in the 1700s, royal censors prohibited salon brochures, 
or altered pamphlets so extensively that they were, in 
Bernadette Fort’s words, emasculated, and hardly recog-
nizable. And in 1749, frustrated by negative reviews, the 
Academy took the dramatic step of cancelling its regular 
exhibition – leaving the local art critics without any art 
to review. Art criticism was in crisis almost as soon as it 
had emerged as a genre of writing.

iii.
In the 2002 October round table, james Meyer offered the 
pertinent reminder that Paul de Man had claimed “that 
it is the nature or structural logic of criticism itself to ex-
ist in a perpetual state of crisis.” Surely, the rich field of 
examples of alleged crises in art criticism supports such a 
view. It feels too simple, in other words, to conclude, as 
Bill Berkson recently did in The Brooklyn Rail, that “The 
idea of a crisis exists only to sell print.” Rather, it might 
make more sense to argue, as de Man did, that criticism’s 
perpetual crisis is in fact productive: that art criticism 
draws its strength, in large part, from the very factors that 
undermined its status.

What does this mean, in specific terms? historically it 
has meant various things; the terms in which the crisis 
is diagnosed have varied considerably. There are, though, 
certain recurring themes. The tenuous place of criticism, 
which has traditionally been written by non-artists with 
no formal training in the field, meant that it was open 
to attack even as it evaded certain institutional pressures. 
The basic irreconcilability of the verbal and the visual 
is both philosophically crippling and, for some writers, 
deeply liberating. The reactive nature of criticism, which 

attempts to map, understand, and explain the dynamic, 
protean body that is contemporary art, means that it must 
constantly reinvent itself (as David Carrier has argued, 
“When a critical paradigm is exhausted, there are conflicts 
among new competing methodologies”) – but also that it 
is allowed to reinvent itself.

Viewed from such a perspective, allegations that criticism 
is in a crisis can almost be seen as testimonies to the genre’s 
health. They are the fever that presages recovery; the fire 
that prompts the cycling of the forest. Crisis, then, does 
not preclude accomplishment; indeed, it can spark it. 
Think, for instance, of Diderot, writing on the Salons of 
1765. Afraid of reprisals, he composed his prose for a se-
cretive international journal – which meant that his writ-
ings were read by a tiny readership and had little influence 
over the sort of art produced in Paris. And yet, if he occa-
sionally chafed at such conditions, Diderot also delighted 
in them, toying with his inability to shape artistic habits. 
his ardent condemnation of a pastoral by Boucher is in 
this sense wholly typical:

My friend, are there no organizers in this academy? 
In the absence of a superintendent of paintings who 
might prevent this work from entering the Louvre, 
would it not be permissible to kick it the length of 
the Salon, down the staircase, into the courtyard, 
until the shepherd, the shepherdess, the sheepfold, 
the donkey, the birds, the cage, the trees, the child, 
the whole pastoral lay in the street? Alas, no: it has 
to stay where it is.

Diderot is well aware of the limits of the critic’s power. Af-
ter all, he was writing at a time when the genre had regularly 
been repressed, and when critics frequently felt compelled 
to write anonymously. But it is those very circumstances 
that allow him to create his vicious fantasy. The crisis that 
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besets his criticism, you might say, allows him to love the 
art all the more actively.

In an essay on David Copperfield, the British critic G.K. 
Chesterton once claimed that the authors of the fairy 
tales had been wise in avoiding any claim that prince and 
princess might live peacefully ever after. Rather, “They 
lived happily, although it is very likely that from time to 
time they threw the furniture at each other. Most mar-
riages, I think, are happy marriages; but there is no such 
thing as a contented marriage. The whole pleasure of mar-
riage is that it is a perpetual crisis.” And so, too, we might 
say: the very pleasure of the relationship between art and 
art criticism is that it seems to be in perpetual crisis. The 
imagined prince and princess hurl furniture, and the art 
critic imagines throwing a painting. Art critics who con-
vene in panel discussions may disagree, in degrees, about 
the nature of the purported crisis – but in simply consid-
ering the issue, they are following the lead of generations 
of critics before them, and renewing a practice that is now 
centuries old.

Kerr houston 

has taught art history and art criticism at the 
Maryland Institute College of Art (MICA) 
since 2002. he is the author of An Introduc-
tion to Art Criticism (Pearson, 2012), and 
writes regularly on medieval, Renaissance, 
and contemporary art.
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“Think of the Turing test as a magic trick. Like all 
good magic tricks, the test relies on getting you to 
accept at an early stage assumptions that will de-
termine how you interpret what you see later. The 
important intervention comes not when you try 
to determine which is the man, the woman, or the 
machine. Rather, the important intervention comes 
much earlier, when the test puts you into a cyber-
netic circuit that splices your will, desire, and per-
ception into a distributed cognitive system in which 
represented bodies are joined with enacted bodies 
through mutating and flexible machine interfaces. 
As you gaze at the flickering signifiers scrolling down 
the computer screen, no matter what identifications 
you assign to the embodied entities that you cannot 
see, you have already become posthuman.” 
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Crisis Schmisis: 
Thomas Bayrle’s lesson on finding beauty in anxiety.

Thomas Bayrle is the recent flavour at New York’s The Art-
ist Institute. In the intimate exhibition space in the city’s 
Lower East Side, curators Anthony huberman and jenny 
jaskey have installed a minimal yet representative selection 
of work. The artist’s signature wallpaper—a collaged scene 
from a Michel Majerus painting in pastel blues and pinks—
covers one wall, on top of which hangs a large weaved card-
board work inspired by the same painting, mimicking a net-
work of roads. During one of the events from the season’s 

biannual satellite programming, I saw the artist in con-
versation with one of his former students, Kevin Slavin. 
While answering questions and reflecting on a selected 
body of work, Bayrle gave a golden sound bite: “I decided 
to use, and not be in competition with, The Machine.” 

The general consensus that sustains our suspicion of the 
overarching presence of The Machine—capitalized as ar-
chetypal to all basic technological development—comes 
from fear and anxiety about the diminishing role of hu-
mans in various cadres of production. And an inconsis-
tency between social interaction and human interaction is 
not so much a crisis of global proportions but a dissonance 
in the understanding of the word itself. 

In thinking about crisis on a visual and social level, it is 
common and perhaps easy to defer to something negative. 
So often a malaise of the deeply afflicted masses lends to 
problems of overstimulation, automation and mechani-
zation based on technological development. For the art 
world, it spawned and maintains a critical discussion with 
the Internet and post-Internet art; questioning authorship 
not only through appropriation and ready-mades, but also 
a renewed understanding of “sharing” images and ideas, 
and an entirely new and less formal aesthetic. For the social 
world, it generates trepidation about human interaction, 
or lack thereof, and a sense of urgency to create a return 
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to something proto. But for Bayrle, this fissure between 
being hyper-developed and the acceptance of technologi-
cal development creates a space best suited to explore his 
interested take on monotony, repetition and boredom.
 
Bayrle spent time as a textile-factory apprentice in Ger-
many in the late 1950s. At first, he let the repetition of 
sounds and actions get to him. They were distracting in 
their endless echoes. Then, once he gave into the harmoni-
ous rhythm of the loom and its moving parts, he equated 
the tiresome humdrum with a kind of religious experi-
ence—not only figuratively but also a direct link to mem-
ories from his childhood; the rubbing of rosary beads and 
low chanting of nuns. This experience spawned an oeuvre 
based on serial repetition. 

Working early on with large scale printing techniques, 
Bayrle’s Pop and Op art aesthetic commented on advertis-
ing and political propaganda. Using recognizable cultural 
figures or popular product brands and icons, he used pat-
tern and repetition to generate compositions that were ab-

stract and figurative at once. his interest in mass culture, 
at a notable moment in history of Cold War, infuses his 
work with a radiating tone of travesty.
  
Much of Bayrle’s weaving work considers things like facto-
ry production and actual weaving machines or looms, but 
also speaks to the always encroaching sounds and presence 
of cars and vehicular systems. But these too have beauty in 
their repetition and saturated presence. The autobahn, for 
example, operates for the artist as an analogy for evolving 
ideas of the “natural.” Like a river, the autobahn flows. It 
encapsulates an unavoidable mechanical advancement and 
hosts the urban flow. The artist often explores repetitious 
and mechanical movement of people and things through 
the filter of a weaved piece of fabric. For example, Bayrle 
has a longstanding and ongoing series of objects that en-
twine roads into an infinite loop of constant motion—mo-
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Ebony L. haynes
is a writer and curator, currently based in 
New York City.

tion of cars and people, but also the relentless motion of 
ideas and civilization. 

During an interview he gave in relation to his participa-
tion in dOCUMENTA 13, Bayrle notes that his works 
are always 50/50: he can criticize society on some level, 
but he remains an active member in it. The artist-as-ne-
gotiator of curing or at least addressing the potentially 
looming listlessness of cultural production, that might be 
deemed a crisis by some, is the perfect hustler. Who better 
to point out the beauty in boredom than the creator of 
trompe l’oeil? 

If we are moving on this technological just-in-time cultural 
production, with the humming and repetition our day to 
day, supported by machines as our factories of production, 
then by Bayrle’s logic of mechanical pattern and beauty 
we can uncover something delicate and romantic within. 
Without sounding too patronizing, there is indeed an al-
lure amidst the chaos. Once we can accept the kitschiness 
of appreciating beauty in the margins of social crowding, 
political contention and cultural automation, we uncover 
an opportunity to appreciate our exquisite suspension be-
tween collaboration and isolation. 

Not unlike Lucille Ball’s iconic battle with the conveyor 
belt while working in the chocolate factory, it is under-
standable that we get ahead of ourselves when attempting 
to beat technology instead of bargaining with it. If ever 
we are bombarded with the constant negotiation between 
awareness of technological growth and the deluge of 
mechanization, we should listen to the murmurs radiating 
from the nuts and bolts. They may be symphonic or even 
inspiring. Remember, the human-technology relationship 
can be artistic, like a mouth full of bonbons.
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Speaking for Whom? 
Negotiating the crisis of voice then and now

Who speaks? For whom? Who listens? 
Who is heard? These are just some of the 
questions that inform my research into 
cross-cultural representations through both 
an artistic and curatorial lens. The media, 
my histories/herstories, my privileged edu-
cation (past and present) and geographic 
place in the world (Toronto) has painted 
many familiar cultural images for me that 
I’ve come to know misrepresent and fur-
ther marginalize populations that appear 
different from my own. As Toronto is the 
original site of the Missassaugas of New 
Credit (sometimes known as the haude-
nosaunee territory, Six Nations), cultural 
representations of First Nations people is a 
local issue as much as a global one. While 
my current graduate research considers 
how Indigenous voices are framed within 
exhibition-making, many of my research 
questions involve larger considerations of 
power, representation and visibility within 
cross-cultural dialogues. This essay takes up 
some of the critical questions that relate to 

my research by comparing them to a rela-
tive crisis that took place in FUSE Maga-
zine in the 1990s and how this relates 
to contemporary curatorial practices. 
I have drawn this comparison through 
the dialogical and historical remapping 
of a particular politic in FUSE, with the 
intention of illustrating the impact criti-
cal dialogues play in the evolving art and 
cultural practices in which I’m engaged.

Acknowledged as a rigorous and rela-
tively ‘radical’ publication amongst its 
contemporaries, FUSE’s more than 
thirty-year history has earned a reputa-
tion of writing from the left, often with 
controversial pieces about contempo-
rary art, culture and politics. Its physical 
and conceptual change in 1980 marked 
FUSE’s shift towards more overt cul-
tural journalism, and by the fall of ’89 its 
content more rigorous and writers more 
opinionated. Uniquely, FUSE merged 
a lively dialogue across disciplines, cul-

17



tures and positions, evident in its consistent content that 
examines marginalized subjects and their representation. 

That same year, Blackfoot artist joanne Cardinal-Schubert 
(from the Kainai Nation) published her article “In the Red,” 
wherein she dedicates her installation Preservation of a Spe-
cies: Deep Freeze to the Canada Council for the Arts.[1]

I choose to begin with Cardinal-Schubert’s article as a 
critical moment in FUSE’s political trajectory because of 
its lasting impact years after its publication. “In the Red” 
offers an institutional critique of the economy of contem-
porary art, specifically, what that means for Native art-
ists. Cardinal-Schubert quotes Cherokee artist jimmie 
Durham—“Understanding is a consumer product”—
to relay her point that money drives appropriation.[2] 

She goes on to describe cultural appropriation as she sees 
it around her: in European art collections and institutions 
where Native artists go unseen, yet their imagery can still 
be found within the works of dominant White artists such 
as Liz Magor, Andy Fabo and the Fastwurms. She explains: 

There would be no meaning without the symbolic 
ritual that goes along with that particular reliquiae, 
and the participants would have to deal with the 
horrow of its loss as an icon. This is our heritage![3]

here, Cardinal-Schubert’s bold punctuation relays a 
sense of urgency in her voice as she calls for a return to 
‘personal ethics,’ and questions “the rights to cultural 
practices and creativity.”[4] however, what are these 
‘personal ethics’ and how do artists engage in cross-cul-
tural dialogues in a sensitive, empathetic and respect-
ful way? While Cardinal-Schubert’s text does not spe-
cifically engage with potential ethical modes, it asks 
me to question what some of my own might look like.  

Conversational in nature, Cardinal-Schubert’s asser-
tive voice engages while simultaneously confronting 
its reader. As an artist and Aboriginal person, she oc-
cupies a clear political position with real stakes, and at-
tempts to recover some of them through the act of 
speaking. In reflecting on her question, “Where do eth-
ics enter the issue?” I can’t help but feel confused.[5] 
how could ethics ever be separable from the issue of 
art-making that employs cultural appropriation? Doesn’t 
each of us have a moral stake in righting the wrongs of 
our colonial past, and in striving for cultural equality? 

Agreed upon by many people of her generation with-
in the Toronto arts community as having initiated the 
identity wars and cultural appropriation debates subse-
quently taken up in FUSE, Cardinal-Schubert’s “In the 
Red” made a mark, to say the least. Its contribution to the 
discourse preceded other critical voices such as Lenore 
Keeshig-Tobias, Loretta Todd, Greg Young-ing, Nancy 
Chater, Anne Vespry, Abou Farman, Rozena Maart, 
Richard Fung, Andrea Fatona and Dot Tuer. While this 
particular essay does not focus on the voices that pre-
cede Cardinal-Schubert’s, it is important to establish that 
a critical dialogue was already building within FUSE. 

Three years later, a mass of articles and letters to the edi-
tors at FUSE were still referencing Cardinal-Schubert’s 
original piece. One of them—written by Toronto-based 
critic Richard hill—raised difficult questions about who 
gets to speak and who doesn’t. Published in 1992, “One 
Part Per Million: White Appropriation and Native Voic-
es” did not shy away from naming names and disrupting 
the silence of Canada’s reputation of political politeness. 
As someone of Cree ancestry, hill asks, where do we 
“draw the line between ghettoization and autonomy in 
our negotiated relationship with the institution of West-
ern art?”[6] hill’s essay is a compelling example of how 
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one voice attempts to communicate its cultural concerns 
through stories of shifting social and artistic realities. 

“One Part Per Million” presents a nuanced story of hill’s 
perspective as a 24-year old Aboriginal person in the 
world—in particular, his understanding of power and 
representation within White society and Native reali-
ties of oppression. hill takes up the contentious debate 
of the cultural appropriation of Native imagery through 
the undoing of artists Andy Fabo and the Fastwurms’ 
response to Cardinal-Schubert’s previous implications. 

hill also uses his encounter with Liz Magor’s Child’s 
Sweater and Fieldwork (both 1989) at the National Gal-

lery of Canada’s 1990 biennial as a further example of 
the appropriations of ‘Indigeneity.’ The installation 
Child’s Sweater featured a child-size Fair Isle Cowiichan 
sweater hung from a taxidermied bird’s head. Accompa-
nying the Native resemblance of the piece was a series 
of black-and-white photographs entitled Field Work, 
a found portfolio of 33mm photographic negatives of 
Magor as a young student with her friends perform-
ing ‘Indian-ness.’ Additionally, each photo appropri-
ates titles from Edward S. Curtis’ iconic photographic 
series The North American Indian (1901), where he 
costumed Indigenous people to portray ‘savage’ roles 
‘closer to nature.’ Like this, Magor’s photos were also 
staged to capture a constructed notion of ‘authenticity.’ 

By recounting both his visit to the National Gallery in 
1990 and being witness to a panel discussion in which 
both Magor and hill’s friend, artist Rebecca Belmore 
were previously a part, hill describes the fixedness of 
Magor’s position as an unwillingness to recognize 
her relationship to power. hill suggests this kind of 
superficial engagement does “more to prop up old 
stereotypes than to aggressively call them into ques-
tion. This is especially true when the work is shown 
in the context of the National Gallery, which inevita-
bly lends its authority to the piece; the very author-
ity that oppresses Native people in the first place.”[7]

While I agree with many of hill’s criti-
cisms and am moved by his familial stories, 
I also take issue with one of his arguments:  

The term “difference” has worked its way fair-
ly deeply into cultural theory, but I can’t help 
but feel that some people think naming differ-
ence is the same as understanding differences. 
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The fact is, however, that whatever 
theory that Philip Monk and Di-
ana Nemiroff, for example, might 
absorb about “difference,” they will 
never be truly qualified to curate 
the work of First Nations artists 
because, upon examination, “dif-
ference” explodes into millions of 
differences, tiny or huge, that one 
picks up by living their culture.[8] 

This statement seems less productive, as it 
would mean that art and curatorial prac-
tices are culturally territorial, where a Black 
person can only curate Black artists, and a 
First Nations artist can only curate First Na-
tions artists, etc. Perhaps this is the naivety 
of hill’s 24 year-old voice speaking. While 
I agree that it is often important for many 
non-Indigenous curators to make room for 
Indigenous voices to tell their own stories, 
I also believe that Essentialist modes of tell-
ing and curating reinforce marginalization. 

hill goes on to describe the “central ques-
tion to this debate [as] the construction 
of power. You White people are so secure 
in your power that you rarely recognize 
that you hold it.”[9] In addition to hill’s 
repeated use of profanity within the arti-
cle, there exists a clear sense of frustration 
and anger in his voice, such as in the afore-
mentioned statement. Yet, hill articulates 
an anxiety when speaking about cultural 
positions in a divisive, ‘conflict-oriented 
manner’ that I believe generates trust in 
his readership: “This is not the way I’d pre-

fer to write and I don’t plan to do it in the future.”[10] 

I often feel discomfort when articulating my (shifting) 
identities, and have been heavily engaged in a process of 
self-reflection over the past few years. Rather than attempt-
ing to say that I don’t see people in terms of colour, I admit 
that I live in a world where the colour of one’s skin does 
mean different social and cultural realities. And while I do 
not personally care for the term ‘White,’ I cannot deny the 
fact that the colour of my skin can be described as such.

hill’s acts of storytelling challenged the West’s art his-
torical canon, and enabled a better understanding “of the 
legitimacy of [his] own experiences,” a process of which 
I also hope to achieve through my ongoing self-reflexive 
practice.[11] I ultimately understand hill’s stories as a 
way to challenge cultural identities as lived rather than 
learned knowledges. he concludes his text by reflecting 
on what he gained from writing it: “It has felt liberat-
ing to speak back to representations I’ve felt powerless 
against in the past.”[12] Perhaps that holds relevance for 
my own stake in the conversation, where the more work 
I put into uncovering and piecing together my histo-
ries/herstories, the more empowered my struggle for my 
voice becomes, as it instills a sense of worth and confi-
dence in my subject position. As I become more aware of 
the politics of speaking, I am no longer focused on ask-
ing who I’m speaking for or speaking with, but rather, 
why am I speaking, and, more importantly, why now?

Liz Magor is another voice within the dialogue that pre-
cedes me. her work’s prevalent appropriation of Native 
imagery was questioned by hill, and addressed by Magor 
months earlier at the Edmonton Art Gallery’s symposium 
“Post-Colonial Manoeuvres: (National) Identity, Place 
and Practice,” with her topic ‘home and Native Land.’[13] 
hill describes his “queasy” stomach upon seeing the work 
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and reading the artist’s name at the National Gallery, 
as he realized he “was confronting another appropria-
tion.”[14] Magor, like Andy Fabo and the Fastwur-
ms, responded with a letter to the editors at FUSE. 

Published two issues following, Magor is defensive 
and attacking in her language, drawing attention 
away from the potential validity of her argument to-
wards a displacement of accountability. Magor begins 
her letter by outright explaining hill’s article as “ma-
nipulation of my work and statements.”[15] She goes 
so far as to bold her language in a blatant and con-
frontational manner regarding her cultural entangle-
ment that reads as highly territorial. She explains:

Granted for a nation that had always fancied it-
self sublimely unracist it is a big challenge to come 
to terms with the truth about relations between 
native and white cultures. I may not have ap-
proached this aggressively enough to suit Richard 
hill, but as it’s my life, my psyche, my history that 
I’m questioning, I’ll do it the way I see fit.[16]

Magor seems angered by hill’s questioning of voice—
a process of questioning and answering that I’ve come 
to learn is necessary for anyone engaged in cultural dia-
logues. More research into this debate has lead me back 
to Magor’s lecture at the “Post-Colonial Manoeuvres” 
symposium, where she reflects on the naïvety of the 
photographs from Fieldwork, however, fails to grasp 
the need to nuance representations of appropriated 
objects and stories devoid of their cultural meaning. 

her letter to FUSE asks, “how can there be native land 
claims when we are native ourselves?”[17] Questions 
like this illustrate the fixed positionality of the ‘marginal’ 
upon which Magor continues to rest, also evidenced by 

her condemnation of FUSE’s editorial board being akin to 
that of the Globe and Mail. She accuses FUSE of failing to 
“define what ‘appropriation’ is,” or the “differences in the 
intentions of white artists who have been cited as ‘appro-
priators.’”[18] Whether or not Magor’s claims of sincerity 
hold any truth, she fails to reflect on the cultural weight 
and complexities of her own shifting positionalities. 

While I am a fan of the poetic conceptualism of Ma-
gor’s work and can appreciate the relevance of her ‘mar-
ginal’ position as a woman as a dialogical starting point, 
her identity cannot rest solely on that. Magor fails to 
fully acknowledge her culpability within a political 
context with real stakes (such as colonialism and cul-
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tural appropriation), while the authority from which 
she speaks leaves little room for real dialogue. A sharp 
response from hill, and an even curter one from the 
magazine’s editorial committee, followed Magor’s letter.

I recognize that understandings of ‘difference’ within 
art and cultural representations cannot be productively 
measured or comparatively valorized, as commonali-
ties do not account for the experiences of Indigenous 
peoples in Canada. With this, self-reflexiveness becomes 
a vehicle for conscientiousness and more ethically-
informed artistic and curatorial frameworks. In posi-
tioning myself as a White woman within the realm of 
intercultural, hybrid and transnational production, Ma-
gor and myself must claim a genealogical, cultural, po-
litical and locational set of histories that we must work 
through to contextualize our engagements in the world. 

Many people have told me that in conversation I com-
municate clear political stakes, yet shy away from them 
in cross-cultural writing. I’ve struggled this past year in 
coming to voice as someone engaged in a life-long pro-
cess of negotiating my relationship to centre and pe-
riphery based on a number of factors—because I’m a 
woman, because I have depression, have a serious heart 
disease, have immigrant grandparents, have a multicul-
tural family, have witnessed racism, have experienced 
oppression, etc. I could go on. however this list of sto-
ries does not attempt to qualify my relationship to cul-
tural subjects and marginalization, but does point to 
some of the complexities behind one’s voice—my own, 
which I am continually only beginning to understand.

By looking back to a memorable political dialogue in 
FUSE, I see evidence of the spaces occupied and contest-
ed by cross-cultural voices that came before me. Each text, 
and countless others within the magazine, unite in their 

larger narrative and presence of voice, a strat-
egy that I employ in my writing and continue 
to consider as it shifts in relation to my evolving 
place in the world. While I in no way wish to 
suggest this is a complete account of the events 
involved, I feel this essay relays some of the vast 
impact its dialogical crisis has had, as I find that 
it still influences the ways in which I wish to di-
rectly engage  questions of identity politics and 
cultural appropriation in my curatorial practice. 

Within contemporary art and curatorship of 
the past twenty-some years, there has been a col-
lecting interest in questions of decolonization. 
This essay exists as a sort of ‘working-through’ 
cultural dialogues, positionalities and stakes in 
relation to how I choose to engage my own life 
and experiences in the continued work that I do 
in expanding racial/cultural curatorial frame-
works. As my research evolves within graduate 
school and beyond, I am interested in asking 
how we as ‘diverse’ and political publics engage 
acts of looking at art and cultural representa-
tions that move beyond the colonial project? 
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“The very fact that we live with others whose values 

are not the same of our own, or who set a limit to 

what we can know, or who are opaque to us, or who 

are strange, or are partially understood, that just 

means we live with a kind of humility, that means 

we are decentered. And that is to say, who I am 

is not the center of this world. I live in a world in 

which I am constantly decentered with the differ-

ences of others.” 

jUDITh BUTLER
date unknown
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