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When publicity trumps probity

The recent auction of Damien Hirst's works was little more than high-end commodity trading.
FOR years I've believed that the perfect Hollywood allegory of the contemporary art world was the 1956 science fiction classic, Invasion Of The Body Snatchers. However, there is now a compelling case for the film Damien: Omen II.

Perhaps Andy Warhol wasn't gay after all. Perhaps in a youthful indiscretion, on a visit to London, he sired a demon child that would grow up and complete the father's diabolical project of turning art into a form of big business. For surely that process reached its apogee last week in London when Damien Hirst collaborated with Sotheby's to stage a two-day auction of 223 new works that netted £111.4 million ($245.6 million).

That event, which went by the alluring title Beautiful Inside My Head Forever, has generated an avalanche of comment and publicity. A quick scan of articles available online runs into the hundreds. Indeed, an analysis of this commentary would make for an interesting essay in its own right, for it traverses an entire spectrum from slavish admiration to repugnance and all shades in between.

Australian expatriate critic Peter Conrad underwent a miraculous conversion to Hirst's art when he previewed the auction for The Observer. Robert Hughes called Hirst's work "tacky" and "absurd" in a television documentary and was met with a barrage of not-very-clever replies suggesting that he was old and irrelevant. Foremost among Hughes's detractors and Hirst's supporters was the celebrity columnist Janet Street-Porter and - inevitably - that professional controversialist, Germaine Greer.

Then there was Matt Collings in London's Telegraph, who has relinquished the role of art world ingénue he played with such deadpan aplomb in his TV series. In his estimation, the auction was "a big thumbs up to crap and a big thumbs down to visual richness and anyone having any thoughts at all".

If only it were that simple. The Chinese painters of the Song dynasty believed "self-evidence" was the supreme virtue in art and it is self-evident that the vast bulk of Hirst's work is crap. Perhaps one has to be slightly Zen about this and suggest that in today's hyperinflated market for contemporary art the greatest crap represents the greatest virtue. In this sense, the ultimate justification for Hirst's work, and his extraordinary success, lies in his shameless peddling of glittering banalities to megarich clients seeking investments and status symbols.

What could be dumber than Hirst's dot paintings, painted by assistants with stencils? Or ashtrays of all sizes filled with used butts? Such pieces were sold for hundreds of thousands of pounds in last week's auction. The piece-de-resistance was his Golden Calf - a dead bull with gilded hooves and horns in a gold-rimmed tank of formaldehyde. Nothing could serve as a more pointed "up yours" to wealthy, eager buyers. It was a descendent of the effigy erected by the Israelites while Moses was conversing with his Maker on top of the mountain.
Hirst may be saying that money, or perhaps the stockmarket, is the false god of our times. Just as easily, he might be talking about himself. "Here I am," he says. "Come and worship!"

This sort of grandiose cynicism is greeted with admiration in art circles - "Ho, ho, Damien is really giving it to those rich capitalist bastards." In this scenario, Hirst becomes ever more subversive as his personal wealth increases. By this standard he must be the most subversive artist that has lived, since he is now said to be worth more than $US1 billion and employs almost 200 people in a chain of specialised art-making workshops.

Money exerts a narcotic influence on seemingly rational minds and Hirst has made the accumulation of capital his central artistic concern. In this, he has perfectly captured the temper of our times, in which cultural achievement is measured by the mass media in dollar terms. So it is hardly surprising to read in a wire service article reprinted in many papers around the world (including this one) that last year "Hirst sold a platinum skull encrusted with 8601 diamonds for £50 million, which is thought to be the world's most expensive piece of contemporary art".

In fact, as reported in The Art Newspaper and other sources, the skull was actually "sold" to a group that included Hirst, his dealer and his business manager. His record-breaking achievement must be tempered by the knowledge that Hirst was both creator and purchaser.

The auction represents an even greater triumph of publicity over probity, because we have no way of knowing who was buying all those works via the telephone. Even if the artist was not personally involved, there were enough dealers and high-end collectors who simply could not afford to see the auction fail and the value of their own investments plummet. The idea that this event represented a "gamble" on Hirst's part was sheer spin. This was one auction that never stood a chance of failure.

And so it is odd to find Greer chiding Hughes for being an old-fashioned moralist. In the words of financier George Soros, "the market is amoral", and so is Hirst. Amorality opens the door to an "anything goes" mentality and this auction might be seen as nothing more than an elaborate charade or confidence trick. What's so wonderful about that? We can all appreciate the irony that the merchant banks of Wall Street are crashing while Hirst's stocks are soaring but if this is the new face of art it seems almost indistinguishable from high-end commodity trading. Perhaps the salient difference is that one can get away with things in the art world that would generate prison sentences in most other forms of business.
One gets the measure of Greer's shallow nihilism when she writes: "What is touching about Hughes's despair is that he thinks that artists still make things." Call me naive and sentimental but I believe that's almost the definition of an artist: someone who makes things. Those who employ hundreds of people to make saleable commodities are perhaps better known as "manufacturers".

Few people embrace poverty but for most artists the pleasure of making things exceeds the pleasure of making money. If it were the other way around, everyone would tailor his or her work to the most obvious commercial imperatives. Yet some artists, driven by their own wilfulness or creative compulsions, will persist with works nobody wants to buy for most of their careers.

John Turier (b.1954), whose survey exhibition Songs From The Night Train may be seen at the Newcastle Region Art Gallery, has a firm following among private collectors but it is obvious that he is more concerned with the pleasures of making works rather than selling them. I contributed a small essay to the catalogue for this show but I still find Turier's work to be a strange, elusive proposition.

Trained and qualified as a plumber, he is a highly skilled craftsman whose sculptures incorporate a wide range of materials. His imagery is even more broad-ranging, bristling with private jokes and free associations. This survey contains an amazing variety of pieces but it could easily have been two or three times larger. For such shows, we may have to wait for the Newcastle Gallery's proposed extension to become reality.

It is scarcely believable that the artist who carved Mandrill (1989), from a hunk of wood, adding elements of bone, ebony, bronze and real teeth, could also be the maker of the Never Need Artists Again Machine (2005). With the turn of a handle this huge, unwieldy contraption will make a drawing using different kinds of pencil. There is something pathetic about the childish results obtained by this lumbering brute.

It is the kind of bitter-sweet outcome that Turier seems to enjoy. More than most artists, he loves to undermine his own pretensions - to pitch some beautifully made artefact into the realms of absurdity.

Song 1 (1998), a long, smooth piece of wood that looks like a tribal carving from Polynesia, is capped on one end by a head that is half-human, half-rabbit. The show is filled with animals and figures both large and small, including several mutant combos. Other works resemble giant instruments, rag-bag altar pieces and maquettes for bizarre monuments.

In King Street, not far from the gallery, one may see Turier's towering public sculpture, Foundation Seed (2007), which depicts an overgrown seed from the cedar trees that were once found all over the district. If this were a real seed, the tree would loom over the city like a skyscraper. It is a fantasy that exceeds even Hirst's ambitions. It may not be worth millions, it may not grab the headlines, but you cannot put a price on an artist's dreams. Damien Hirst: Beautiful Inside My Head Forever
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