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Introduction


If you’re reading this, the chances are you’re looking for answers. And who can blame you? Contemporary art can be challenging! However, while I hope you find the pages that follow informative, my ambition is to leave you with more questions. I have been tasked here with ‘decoding’ contemporary art, but the truth is that there isn’t really a code to crack. A code suggests that only one essential meaning is there to be discovered, if only it can be translated properly. But art, by its very nature, depends on the fact that meanings are multiple and fluid. Poetry resides in interpretations being open. What I see and what I feel is different from what you might see or feel, and there is beauty to be found in our different perspectives. To fully crack the code would be like revealing what’s behind a magic trick. If there were a code, it wouldn’t be art at all.


To that end, the ‘explanations’ of artworks put forward here are not intended to fix meanings but rather to open them up. I hope to give you a starting point, pique your interest and boost your confidence when encountering contemporary art in the future. These works provoke many questions, and I hope you’ll find them new and interesting. As you will see, the artworks included here are grouped around ten provocations, but many of them could just as easily sit within more than one chapter. All these paintings, photographs, sculptures, textiles, installations and performances engage with the themes of contemporary life, as broad-ranging as climate change, expanding the gender binary, gentrification, migration and racial equality, to name but a few. Moreover, many of the concepts covered here are timeless themes of existence: how we see, how we communicate and how we can live together.


In selecting the works to include, I wanted to put together a grouping that felt fresh and included artists of a younger generation. In terms of the timeframe represented here, it is worth noting that the date when ‘contemporary art’ begins is much contested. Some scholars refer to art made after the Second World War, while others draw the line around the fall of the Berlin Wall and the emergence of the ‘global village’ in 1989. Nonetheless, most historians agree that a significant breakpoint occurred in the 1960s when numerous experimental practices came to the fore. As such, I have focused primarily on art made in the last thirty years, with some notable exceptions that anchor the more recent works within the context of earlier generations.


Art history is much more expansive than a list of the same old names wheeled out time and again. I have chosen to include more women and tell a story that acknowledges contributions that have often been overlooked. That said, I also have privileged works that I have been lucky enough to see and experience in person, and therefore the selection reveals my position in London. It aspires to an international outlook, but inevitably this is a personal and partial view, and by no means exhaustive. A thousand parallel versions exist with different artists and different themes: contained here is simply a snapshot of a landscape in flux.


Finally, I wanted to acknowledge and extend my boundless gratitude to the artists in this book. In sharing their work here, I have also sought to share some of their thinking and have included artists’ quotes where possible. After all, they are the best authorities to speak on their work.
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In 1961, Italian artist Piero Manzoni did something very simple but hugely impactful. Instead of following the convention of making a sculpture to display on a plinth, he took the plinth and turned it upside down. The plinth itself became a platform for the world, and the whole world became his sculpture. With just one shift of perspective, the entire planet can be understood as art. He showcased what was right under our feet, and what we so often take for granted.


That is the magic of contemporary art. Sometimes an unexpected mental leap can turn an upside-down plinth into a staggeringly beautiful metaphor and way of looking at the world. Contemporary art is often not just about the object in front of you, but the ideas it can prompt if you give it a little time.


In school, many of us are taught to think of art as craft. If we’re lucky, we are taught techniques for drawing a face so that it closely resembles that of the person opposite us: the way their eyes catch the light, the wrinkle at the corner of their mouth. We learn that achieving a close likeness is hard work and we respect the artist’s ability to conjure life from a blank page. Years later, perhaps we are inspired to visit a cutting-edge art gallery and see what contemporary art – the art of today’s artists – has to offer. Is it any wonder when confusion sets in as we find that very little tallies with what we have been taught?


Contemporary art is slippery and full of contradictions. We often think of contemporary art as conceptual art. The idea is what matters; it is not about how something is made. But then it’s not not about how it’s made. Manzoni’s plinth is not any old plinth. It is the heavy-set plinth of historic public sculptures; think military generals and equestrian statues. It’s rusted and aged, suggesting a monument that has passed into disrepair, or perhaps an old pedestal that is being repurposed and given a new life. The way it looks is not incidental, but the work is also largely conceptual: it’s about the idea of the world as a sculpture. But, then again, it’s also about more than that. It’s about the concept of sculpture itself, and the expectations we use to constrict what sculpture can be. Sculpture is historically the act of using skill to make something unique from raw materials. Where is the sculpture here? Can Manzoni take ownership of the planet by laying claim to it in this way? What is the role of the artist if we allow him this conceit?


These are questions that it is up to each of us to answer for ourselves. Manzoni presents us with a proposition: it is our prerogative to decide whether we choose to run with it – or not. As early as 1947, the American painter Mark Rothko wrote: ‘A picture lives by companionship, expanding and quickening in the eyes of the sensitive observer. It dies by the same token.’1 Defining contemporary art is a virtually impossible task since, in its widest sense, it can be understood as the entirety of art produced in the last sixty-odd years. It is a broad term that can encompass a huge range of work and therefore conveys very little beyond a timeframe. This sweeping definition is the most accurate but the least satisfying. If we attempt to venture further, we might say that a defining feature of much contemporary art is this notion of placing the onus on the viewer to bring the work to life.


Fast forward to a more recent work: the Polish-German artist Alicja Kwade’s large-scale installation WeltenLinie (2017), an arrangement of steel grids and mirrors that you can walk around and pass through. As you navigate the space, objects positioned within the structure seem to appear and disappear, or morph from one material into another. A rock in one view is a rock, and in the next instant it lines up perfectly so that the same rock appears cast in bronze. You assume one panel is a mirror, but you do not find your reflection. It is an unsettling series of illusions held together by a complex system of double-sided mirrors and delicately positioned, paired objects.


Like Socle du Monde (Base of the World), this is a work about perception. As we move around it, we don’t see what we expect to see, which makes us more aware of our movements within the space and the act of looking at sculpture. These are static objects that through the process of our walking appear mutable. In this sense, our footsteps around the work allow it to become more than a collection of things. The title WeltenLinie is German for ‘world line’, which is a term describing an object’s path through spacetime (a concept from physics in which the three dimensions of space are fused with the fourth dimension of time). As we navigate space over time, our perspective shifts, and this is where the work resides. It requires the viewer’s engagement for it to come into effect.


Both Manzoni and Kwade are challenging our preconceptions of what sculpture can be, whether as a concept rather than a new creation, or a sequential experience instead of a fixed object. This breaking with convention is another distinctive aspect of much contemporary art. It seeks to articulate a new language for our times, and does so by attempting to free itself from the constraints placed on the art that has come before. It provokes, and it questions, and it rarely plays it safe by giving us exactly what we expect. That’s what can make it so challenging, but also what makes it so exhilarating.


This chapter looks at a selection of works that offer a flavour of how varied contemporary art can be. Each one intrigues, surprises and encourages consideration of broader issues in its own unique and ingenious ways.
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Piero Manzoni, Socle du Monde (Base of the World), 1961
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Alicja Kwade, WeltenLinie, 2017









Martine Gutierrez, still from Clubbing, 2012


American artist Martine Gutierrez’s three-minute video Clubbing is captivating. The film begins with a woman coyly turning towards the camera. She wears a heavily embellished sequined dress and looks downwards, while cartoonish pantomime eyes, painted on just beneath her own, meet our gaze. Next, a man in a swirly sequined suit turns to look at us with the same painted eye makeup, as he adjusts his sparkly bow tie. As though painted on a mirror in glittery nail varnish, the title frame announces ‘Clubbing’, and we are off!


The dance moves skate between staged choreography and improvisation, recalling the shimmying dancers on popular music shows from the sixties and seventies like American Bandstand or Soul Train. At one point, the woman gives the camera a look as if to say she is fully aware that her mini-skirt has ridden up to reveal her underpants, but who cares! A second couple enters the scene. And then a third. One could be forgiven for thinking that six different people are dancing together onstage. However, all of these figures are played by the artist.


Martine Gutierrez shot several videos of herself in elaborate costumes, dancing on her own and edited them together in post-production. Clubbing is more than a joyous film about people dancing, it is a playful comment on gender, and the many selves within each of us. Herself a trans woman, Gutierrez notes: ‘The idea of “gender roles” really sums it up – these are parts we play… It’s important to emphasize that outside of these artificial boundaries we’re both inherently equal and profoundly, infinitely diverse.’2 Indeed, the pantomime eye makeup of the characters in Clubbing alludes to how theatrical and performative our self-presentation can be. Gutierrez seems to beckon us to follow her characters’ lead. There is much joy and freedom to be found in living out our sequined fantasies and performing gender as we please.
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Sheila Hicks, Grand Boules, 2009


Sheila Hicks’ works make even the most well-behaved gallery visitor want to touch them. Having worked with textiles for over sixty years now, the American artist has evolved a practice that uses colour and texture to engage our visual and tactile senses in an almost intoxicating way. I’ll admit it: I’m desperate to hug one of her Grand Boules.


Each is a mix of wool, silk, cotton, linen, hemp and synthetic yarns, tightly bound into a bale almost a metre in width. Upon closer inspection, each of the various thicknesses of thread has been handled differently: the thicker threads loop in distinctive squiggles while thinner ones are sometimes appended as tangled masses. A single-coloured twine binds the outside of each one, overlapping at the centre in dense star-shapes.


Each creation is like an abstract painting, a unique composition of form and colour, that communicates a particular experience to the viewer. Indeed, they can also be understood as drawings in that they are built up entirely from line. Or they can be seen as sculptures – but soft, raggedy shapes, clustered on the ground, rather than classical forms of marble or bronze on a pedestal. Instead of elevation and grandeur, they suggest the familiar and the hand-made.


This familiarity is an important aspect for Hicks who understands textiles as a universal language, common to every culture and growing out of the basic human needs of warmth and shelter. Yet, understanding these works within an artistic context of painting, drawing and sculpture is significant too. Likely because they are often associated with ‘women’s work’, Hicks explains, textiles have largely ‘been relegated to a secondary role in our society, to a material that was either functional or decorative. I wanted to give it another status and show what an artist can do with these incredible materials.’3
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Yayoi Kusama, Infinity Mirrored Room – Filled with the Brilliance of Life, 2011/2017


Just looking at an image of one of Yayoi Kusama’s Infinity Mirrored Room installations is breathtaking. To step into one and experience its vistas stretching out all around you is an almost transcendental experience. All at once, you are floating among the stars, unable to grasp how the four walls that confined you only a moment ago are miraculously able to expand so magnificently into this.


In Infinity Mirrored Room – Filled with the Brilliance of Life, hundreds of tiny LED lights hang from the ceiling, programmed to twinkle in different colours. The walls and the ceiling are mirrored, along with the walkway on the ground that guides you through. Surrounding the walkway is a shallow pool of water which again reflects the lights in looser ripples. The combined effect is one of a dazzling kaleidoscope without end; as the title describes, in this moment, the ‘brilliance of life’ feels irrefutable. But it is only a moment! The fragility and immense popularity of Kusama’s installations mean that crowds must be managed, and visitors are only ever allowed to enter for a few short minutes. The fleeting nature of the experience only adds to its dreamlike quality. There is no time to unpick the illusion, only to absorb the sense of awe it inspires.


Across a career spanning more than seventy years, Kusama has explored concepts of endlessness through works that incorporate pattern and repetition. Since childhood, she has suffered with hallucinatory episodes where vast expanses of dots envelope her field of vision. These works are all the more astonishing when we understand they have their roots in such deeply personal and unsettling experiences.


At the same time, it is important to note their place in art history, as shifting the conventional relationship between the viewer and artwork, by having the artwork surround the viewer. When we walk around a sculpture, we have the control. When the work surrounds us, we become aware of ourselves as bodies in space in a different way. This feeling of floating among the stars reminds us that we are just one body among eight billion on a planet that is, in actual fact, floating among the stars. It’s all a little dizzying; for now, perhaps the best way to anchor ourselves in all of this is to succumb, let go and bask in its wonder.
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Lynette Yiadom-Boakye, To Douse the Devil for a Ducat, 2015


To Douse the Devil for a Ducat depicts what seems to be a fleeting moment of two dancers holding each other’s gaze, while forming striking poses, each with one leg raised in the air. In locking eyes with one another, both women seem unaware of the artist. They are not posing for their portraits. Rather, they appear to be delighting in the exhilaration of finally managing to get that move right or the exuberance of moving seamlessly in tandem with another person. What music animates this instance of pure joy is known only to them. As viewers, we see a scene brimming with possibility, an invitation to imagine a narrative.


All the figures in British artist Lynette Yiadom-Boakye’s work are imagined characters. The artist draws inspiration from scrapbooks, photographs, memories and some life drawing, but her paintings are not portraits of real people. At art school, she realised she was less interested in rendering a sitter’s likeness than in the paint itself. This is reflected in her working process: the artist does not use preparatory sketches, but rather forms her compositions directly on the canvas, allowing the images to emerge through the act of painting. She explains, ‘This lets me really think through the painting, to allow these to be paintings in the most physical sense, and build a language that didn’t feel as if I was trying to take something out of life and translate it into painting, but that actually allowed the paint to do the talking.’4


All the figures in Yiadom-Boakye’s work are also Black. She describes this as only natural, given she is Black herself, but also inherently political. Not in the sense of disrupting an art historical canon that has largely cast Black figures within painting in subordinate or demeaning roles (although her works do accomplish that), but more in the simple fact that her figures are shown with their own autonomy in moments of everyday contentment. As she describes, they are ‘of the world but only partially concerned with it. Concerned with the part that gives them life, less bothered by the rest.’5
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Rugilė Barzdžiukaitė, Vaiva Grainytė, Lina Lapelytė, Sun & Sea (Marina), 2019


Sun & Sea (Marina) was the talk of the 2019 Venice Biennale and it won Lithuania the Golden Lion – the top award – for Best National Participation. To view the work, visitors must enter an old warehouse and climb the stairs to a viewing gallery. As they peer over the balcony, they miraculously find that they are gazing down over a beach, complete with sand, sun loungers, parasols, and buckets and spades, with people of all ages taking in the sun and, what’s more, they’re all singing. For this is a modern-day opera about climate change.


As the characters take turns breaking into song, it transpires that the things that run through each of their minds are also familiar to many of us: from globalisation and extinction, to sunscreen, exhaustion and the carbon footprint of bananas. The lyrics, in tunes such as the ‘Sunscreen Bossa Nova’, ‘Chanson of Too Much Sun’, and ‘Wealthy Mommy’s Song’, are sharply incisive as well as blisteringly funny.


Spectators are lulled into a sort of sun-soaked daze, until they realise that this is how the end times unfold. As Grainytė puts it, ‘It’s about nothingness – nothing is happening,’ and yet the world is changing in the background.6 The experience of Sun & Sea (Marina) is like gazing into the kind of diorama one might see at a museum of natural history showing wax figures of cavepeople going about their business in an era long since passed. Yet, these are real people and the time is now – are we living in days soon to pass out of existence? As sea levels and temperatures rise with global warming, our languid beach holidays wasted frittering over trifling concerns could become the stuff of museums before we know it.
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Walead Beshty, Travel Pictures [Tschaikowskistrasse 17 in multiple exposures* (LAXFRATHF/TXLCPHSEALAX) March 27– April 3, 2006] *Contax G-2, L-3 Communications eXaminer 3DX 6000, and InVision Technologies CTX 5000, 2006/2008


Between 2001 and 2006, Walead Beshty made several visits to an abandoned building in Berlin that formerly housed the Iraqi Embassy of East Germany, prior to German reunification in 1990. He had learned about the location shortly before the outbreak of the first Gulf War, from a newspaper report on a fire in the building caused by squatters. Laws protecting national sovereignty meant that German officials could not enter the grounds legally, even though neither the German Democratic Republic nor the Republic of Iraq remained in existence. In Beshty’s words, it was ‘a relic of two bygone regimes, unclaimable by any nation; a physical location marooned between symbolic shifts in global politics.’7
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