Institutions by Artists:
Resistance or Retreat?

by Diana Sherlock

Perhaps fittingly, Institutions by Artists (1BA), which was held at Simon
Fraser University’s Goldcorp Centre for the Arts, Vancouver, from October
12—14, 2012, started and ended with A A Bronson. Not literally, of course,
but Bronson’s keynote address presented an impressive roster of institutions
by artists in outlining his work with General Idea (with Jorge Zontal and
Felix Partz, 1968-1994), including FIZE magazine (1972-89), Art Metropole
(1974—present), the carly stores, pavilions and boutiques, and now with
the New York Art Book Fair, healing practice and the Institute for Art,
Religion and Social Justice at the Union Theological Seminary in New
York. A key figure in Canada’s artist-run culture, Bronson’s practice epito-
mizes “the innovative, critical, and irreverent spirit of artist-run cultures
and initiatives” key to the convention.! He identified himself as a “maker
of institutions” who interrogates “the politics of decision-making” and
approaches his life/artistic practice with a “spirit of collaboration.”> Un-
like many participants who were too contrite to recognize their inevitable
complicity in the market, Bronson quipped all the way through his talk
about the commodification of /is art. This was not an arrogant affectation,
but rather a demonstration of his “insiderness,” a demonstration of how
he has used the market and the media as his medium, and pushed their
limits from the inside out. General Idea’s “we want to stretch it” is still an
apt motto for today’s institutions by artists that want to expand the limits
of what it means to make art and be an artist in the face of neoliberalism.
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In his introduction to Bronson’s keynote
address, which was titled “The Transfiguration
of the Bureaucrat,” Keich Wallace, Associate
Director/Curator of the Morris and Helen
Belkin Art Gallery at the University of British
Columbia, noted the continued relevance of
Bronson’s project From Sea to Shining Sea, which
traced a postwar chronology of artist-initiated
activity in Canada up to 1987, and extended the
research about artists’ relationships to museums
that Bronson and Peggy Gale had started in the
book Museums by Artists (1983). Borrowing
from this chronology, Wallace summarized the
oft-repeated tale of the institutionalization and
professionalization of artists” practices in Can-
ada over the past 45 years. To start, the artist-
run network of the 6os ran parallel to main-
stream commercial galleries or museums, and
could have been characterized as an “art scene.”
In the 70s, with increased government sup-
port and arts infrastructure, this art scene rap-
idly changed into an “art system.” Now we
participate, willingly or not, in an “art indus-
try,” while che radical and self-determined ges-
tures of the 60s scem almost nostalgic.

The process through which artists’ practices
become institutionalized, and in many cases,
increasingly instrumentalized, is not easy to
interrupt. Yet, there seemed to be a conflicted
desire to do so at 1BA. Building on the history
of InFest: International Artist-Run Culture,
the 2004 Vancouver gathering of internation-
al networks of artist-led initiatives, IBA's orga-
nizers—The Pacific Association of Artist Run
Centres (PAARC), Artist Run Centres and Col-
lectives (ARCA) and Fillip—Dbrought together
more than 450 delegates and 60 presenters rep-
resenting every continent, plus dozens of funders
and presenting partners, to interrogate the artist-
run network and its ongoing relations in an ef-
fort to expand and complicate the idea of “in-
stitutions by artists.” The convention rode waves
of optimism—IBA reaffirmed art as a radical,
social force with critical, emancipatory poten-
tial. But it was not without pessimism, too: IBA
also called for the end of an art and artisc-run
culture that is overdetermined by a culture of
professionalization and overproduction accel-
crated by the art market. During his presenta-
tion, Or Gallery’s Director/Curator and 1BA
organizer, Jonathan Middleton suggested 184
was furthering the debate initiated in Reid Shier’s
Vancouver Art & Economies (2007) essay “Do
Artists Need Artist-Run Centres?,” to query
“What do artists need from artist-run centres?”?

1BA’s ambitious simultaneous program in-
cluded five themes in ten sessions over three
days: Institutional Time: Facts & Fictions; In-
timate Institutions; States & Markets; Pro-
mises & Pracrices; and EREHWON/NOWHERE.
In addition to these main panels and Bronson’s
keynote address, there were also two evening
debates framed by deliberately contentious
questions: Is there space for art outside of the
market and the state? and Should artists profes-
sionalize? 1BA also foregrounded a diverse ar-
ray of limited-edition printed matter in the
Motto Books Print Centre, and two new com-
missions: Call to Order (2012), an eloquent la-
ment derived from an interpretation of the or-
ganizing institutions’ meeting minutes by
Kathleen Ritter and James B. Maxwell, and a
participant survey by the Artifact Institute
(Tim Dalletr and Adam Kelly).
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IBA wWas an important convention because it
looked to the future, but not without historical
context. Conference organizers were self-reflexive
about their role in furthering artist-run dis-
course and recording this history. University
of California- Berkeley art historian Julia Bryan-
Wilson passionately cautioned that to not re-
cord one’s own history is to risk total erasure.
Both Bryan-Wilson and New York artist and
writer Gregory Sholette recuperate unknown
or forgotten histories about progressive, main-
ly leftist, artist-led activities that have been bur-
ied by the “culture industries,” leaving little or
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no trace of them. Wilson’s presentations re-
vealed queer histories and counter-hegemonic
distribution netrworks from the 8os and the
9os—Miranda July’s Big Miss Moviola indie
women’s film network (1996—now Joanie4Jackie.
com) and West Hollywood’s EzTV (1979—
ongoing). Sholette’s projects Political Art Doc-
umentation and Distribution (1980-1988) and
REPObistory (1989-2000) address the process
of historicization itself. Drawing on his book
Dark Matter: Art and Politics in the Age of En-
terprise Culture (2010), Sholette analyzed counter-
institutional and anti-capitalist acts of resistance
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and economic power of the state (in Cuba and
Romania, respectively). These projects high-
light the inherent conflict—contradiction and
compromise—between an artist’s self-deter-
mined practice and the economic and infra-
structural support required either from the
state or the market to complete the work.

In lieu of support from the state, poet Jeff
Derksen noted, somewhat ironically, that the
market itself has become a space for imagina-
tion. Yet, a criticism of 1BA might be that the
idea of the market, although ill defined, was
castas a pejorative throughout the convention.
This resulted in an ideological blindspot, with
very few presentations addressing economical-
ly viable models of institutions by artists. FAG’s
micro-financing program and German artist
Dirk Fleischmann’s entrepreneurial www.my-
forestfarm.com, which appropriates the finan-
cial model for carbon emission trading and
uses it for the production of art, were excep-
tions that adopt ethical, sustainable economic
models that work within, but also pose chal-
lenges to, the state and market. If, as Eva Wein-
mayr suggests, “capitalism eats everything,” can
counter-hegemonic organizational models be
sustainable and still help artists make a living?
This unaddressed question remained the ele-
phant in the room at 1B4, usually only enter-
ing the debate via a question from the audience.
Often when the questions got too hard to an-
swer, participants admitted privilege, or, as was
heard more than once, retreated to the academy.

Promises & Practices widened the gap be-
tween the reality and the fiction of artist-run
culture. The Claire Fontaine collective suggests,
“there can be no art under capitalism,” and pro-
poses a “human strike” or the “transformation
of the informal social relations on which dom-
ination is founded.”” Here, the argument re-
turns to the consequences of affective labour.
Responding to Claire Fontaine, critic Jaleh
Mansoor argued passionately for artists to step
off the treadmill of capitalist art production,
suggesting that to stop or to strike might be the
only way to interrupt the constant reproduction
and recirculation of the conditions of capitalist
oppression and exploitation, which perpetuate
a culture of immiseration. Her presentation
asked how artists could use art to combar—
not retreat from—the exhausting cynicism of
endlessly reproducing a system they are trying
to defeat. This is not a call for the end of art,
however, as Jean Baudrillard reminds us, “Art
does not die because there is no more art. It
dies because there is too much.”s

So, after 45 years, and several artist-run con-
ferences, we know the problems, but are short
on solutions, particularly when it comes to the
relationship between art and the economy. On
the final day, after Bronson’s keynote address,
Bruguera accused Vidokle of levering his A-list
network to increase the cultural capital of his
projects. Here, one assumes the assessment of
the art object is not in the object itself, but in
the cultural capital that surrounds it.” Vidokle
was dismissive, but I wondered “Why not?”
One asset artist-run culture has in surplus is
cultural capital, which is, for the most part, ex-
clusive and valuable precisely because it is de-
termined by artists. So, if artists can lever cul-
tural capital to their benefit, why not? Perhaps
unspoken, but it seems to me that this is exactly
what Institutions by Artists did: it programmed
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a sold-out event of “insiders” who have learned
to lever their histories, intimate networks, and
state and private supporters, to envision more
promises and practices for the future and a yet
undiscovered EREHWON/NOWHERE. At the
same time, Bronson questioned whether arts
councils were still (or ever) driven by artists,
implying that one string pulls as hard as an-
other. Perhaps the thread between these two
points in the conversation is an impetus for the
next artist-run conference, one that might ad-
dress, head on, the relationship between art
and the economy. X
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