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  Reports of criticism’s demise have been snowballing for nearly two decades 
now. Contrast this to the strutting that characterized the 1960s and early 
1970s, when art criticism was hailed for its “august clairvoyance” and 
“expansive confidence.”   1  By “the middle to late 1970s,” Hal Foster remem-
bers, “theoretical production became as important as artistic production .... 
Critical theory served as a secret continuation of modernism by other 
means … it occupied the position of high art, at least to the extent that it 
retained such values as difficulty and distinction.”   2  Indeed, some art maga-
zines from back then get treated today with a level of reverence usually 
reserved for actual works of art. For example, if you go to abebooks.com or 
any other search engine for used-book sellers, you’d be lucky to find a back 
issue of  Artforum  from before the mid-1970s for under $25. Some go for 
over $200—like volume five, number ten, June 1967, which includes 
Michael Fried’s “Art and Objecthood,” Robert Morris’s “Notes on Sculpture,” 
Robert Smithson’s “Towards the Development of an Air Terminal Site,” and 
Sol LeWitt’s “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art.” Whole graduate seminars 
have been built around that one issue. Now imagine that level of 
consideration being paid to any more recent issue. Hence the typical refrain: 
the old  Artforum  was a magazine you read, while today’s  Artforum  is a 
maga zine you only glance through. 

 Some say it has always been thus, that criticism has never operated 
outside of hostile conditions. Since the beginning of modernism, with the 
crisis that arose in the nineteenth-century academies and official salons, 
the fear has been voiced—from all sides, including by artists and critics—
that art criticism risks losing itself in the marketplace, or in some formless 
plurality of individual tastes, or in the always shifting sands of political 
fortune, or in the paranoid guardianship of cliquish connoisseurs. 
Supposedly fixed evaluative criteria crumble one after another, canons are 
revised by critique or simply succumb to scatterings of individual con-
sumption. “We are asked to contemplate a great plethora of possibilities in 
the list that must now be used to draw a line around the art of the present,” 
complained Rosalind Krauss in only the second issue of  October  about the 
pluralism she saw overtaking the art world of the late 1970s. But in her very 
next sentence, Krauss unveils a totalizing “postmodern” conceptual frame 
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able to prove that “all these separate ‘individuals’ are in fact moving in 
lockstep.”   3  Chaos, increasing dispersal, or lockstep, greater order: now 
there’s a defining dialectic of modernism. 

 This dialectic continues into our present era of globalization, in which 
the art world, like other major business sectors, becomes increasingly de-
centered while at the same time achieving ever- greater organizational and 
professional coherence. And yet conditions today do differ in some histor-
ically unique ways, which have impacted significantly the practice and 
status of art criticism. For one thing, over the last twenty-five years, as the 
art world has changed from a pyramid with one city at its apex to a sprawl-
ing horizontal matrix, and mobility has come to matter foremost, a new 
organizational norm has taken hold, one that emphasizes responsiveness 
and rapid adaptability as ways to accommodate accelerating change and 
turnover. Itinerant and post-studio approaches are more common among 
artists now, while museums increasingly rely on commissions and resi-
dencies, meaning that today the art world, like many other areas of social 
life, is largely characterized by flexible and short-term arrangements—by 
on-demand or just-in-time production, by outsourcing and temporary 
work teams—all interacting with one another in a loose, fluctuating 
 network structure. 

 Indeed, already by the end of the 1970s Jean-François Lyotard was writing 
in  La Condition postmoderne  about how “the temporary contract [which] is 
in practice supplanting permanent institutions in the professional, emo-
tional, sexual, cultural, family, and international domains, as well as in 
political affairs … is favored by the system due to its greater flexibility, lower 
cost, and the creative turmoil of its accompanying motivations—all of these 
factors contribute to increased operativity.”   4  As well, the topography of 
culture has become more expansive, with focus shifting from the national 
and even international toward the transnational, global, and diasporic; at 
the same time, its analysis is more finely grained, as theorists abandon 
abstract totalizing and essentializing models of culture to attend more 
closely to particular, concrete actions. As a result, culture is thought of as 
more temporal and fleeting, less as an array of formalistic and static objects, 
or the mere effects of grand determining ideological frameworks, and 
instead as specific, embedded performative acts. 

 Moreover, the tendency is to treat these acts in nonhierarchical ways, to 
welcome the demise of consensus. The waning credibility of “master 
 narratives” encourages the profusion of what Lyotard calls local “language 
games” with their more “heteromorphous nature.” But the decay of 
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 metadiscourses, including both modernism and its postmodernist 
 critique, the collapsing of structures that formerly organized collective 
practice and experience, the demise of canons and critical criteria, the 
inability to convincingly “draw a line around” what is most significant 
about contemporary art within deep historical logics or determinations is 
only one side of a simultaneously integrative process. Over the last twenty 
years we have witnessed the replacement of summarizing models of 
culture with new networked models based on ever-extending databases 
and platforms enhanced by better connectivity. Unlike stable enclosures, 
a database is characterized by two qualities emphasized by today’s general 
communicational mandates, which are extensiveness and easy retriev-
ability. Databases are radically open ended; they don’t tell stories; they 
don’t have a beginning or end, or determined development. They are 
simply collections of individual items, each with equivalent potentiality. 
Platforms, too, are open-ended; as the underlying structures built to bring 
into temporary relation the items of databases, they must be flexible 
enough to welcome a high variety of interfaces. Just as no single television 
show or pop song is as hot today as the TiVo boxes and iPods that manage 
their organization, so too with art it is the ease and agility of access and 
 navigation through and across data fields that takes precedence over 
any singular, lone  objet . 

 How then does a museum, for example, approximate the condition of a 
database or platform? No longer seemingly permanent and timeless, art 
exhibitions are—self-consciously—temporarily assembled. The better a 
museum or kunsthalle can do this ad hoc arranging, the better it will fall in 
line with the recent general business trend toward service provision: of 
offering different modular experiences from which customers can choose 
depending on whim or preference. Or as Marc Pachter, director of the 
National Portrait Gallery in Washington, DC, described his museum’s 
recent renovations, “You can choose your portal, you can mix and match 
as you want.”   5  Even museum architecture has adapted accordingly—by, for 
instance, literally incorporating more interior portals, glimpses of faraway 
objects (which interject with one another), and other manners of disorien-
tation. In Rosalind Krauss’s terms, this produces “a gesture which is simul-
taneously one of interest and of distraction: the serendipitous discovery of 
the museum as flea-market.”   6  This bombarding of the viewer with choices 
better aligns the museum with today’s communicational protocols, and 
may help explain why museums have succeeded in attracting ever larger 
crowds while, for example, most venues for “serious” music like symphonies 
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and operas, which are limited in their presentational options to sequencing 
linear, set programs, struggle. It’s precisely by falling into ruin that struc-
tures like the museum or the canon become not obsolete but updated, how 
the space of art and culture become most recently modernized. 

 Under these conditions, art criticism, at least in the United States, 
undergoes a substantial recasting. On the one hand, the actual practice of 
criticism expands from a proclivity of elites to a broad form of social labor: 
rating and recommending objects and experiences has become a mainstay 
of today’s ubiquitous social media, as well as an important cost-free source 
of value-adding for retailers. On the other hand, individual response to 
individual objects, the baseline formula for the work of critics, dwindles in 
significance. That’s because today’s world of network connectivity shows 
little regard for isolating boundaries, either those of the sovereign individual 
or the discreet artwork, the two poles between which free aesthetic judg-
ment is to be punctually exercised. A communicational paradigm places 
too much stress on ever-changing relations and constant interaction and 
feedback to support criticism’s still dominant myth—that of a lone 
individual, armed with little more than her or his well-tuned sensibility, 
facing off against a similarly delimited object, a framed artwork, or pre-
cisely themed exhibition. And little is left for critique to unmask, since 
communication doesn’t raise the question, as does representation, of a ref-
erentiality or truth beyond the connection. What matters instead are links 
and circulations. 

 Thus the demonstration of aesthetic refinement today is more likely to 
unfold latterly, via the extent of one’s horizontal and multidirectional reach 
across myriad cultural niches. Indeed, a more networked subject has come 
to the fore over the last twenty years. No longer a distilled essence of a 
 centered culture, whether high culture’s elitist snob or mass culture’s brain-
washed couch-potato, the individual becomes a de-centered actor, what 
sociologists like to call the “omnivore,” or what Gilles Deleuze calls a “divid-
ual” (someone who is not a “discontinuous producer”—making or con-
suming discreet, similar objects one at a time—but is “undulatory, in orbit, 
in a continuous network”).   7  Criticism, at least when it’s imagined to be 
issued from some fixed position at a distance from the field of practice, will 
appear limited and diminished by its immobility and withdrawal from the 
field’s circulatory movement. Artist Liam Gillick is one of many in the art 
world who have noticed how, with the “general melding of roles between 
artist, curator and critic,” one result today is “a concurrent diminution of 
the role of the semi-autonomous critical voice.”   8  
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 For a concrete example of the impact of such changes on criticism, look 
again at  Artforum . In 1993 the magazine initiated a contributors page 
immediately following the table of contents. What the contributors page 
implied was, for one thing, expansion; in the newly globalized art world, it 
was no longer reasonable to assume that the magazine’s readership would 
recognize its authors by name alone. But the other was that recognition bet-
ween readership and authorship was needed. It should be remembered that 
the author’s byline is itself a relatively recent invention, a modernizing 
innovation of the magazine and newspaper format for the purpose of root-
ing the previously sufficient text in an author, in a scene and an act or 
performance of writing as origination, in much the same way that sound 
recordings would later replace sheet music with a singular, originary act of 
embodied musical performance. The difference with  Artforum  in the 1990s 
is that it, like a lot of other magazines, introduced a contributors page not 
so much to tie each of its articles to a singular, unique and isolated source 
or origin but more so to open the articles out, to use the authors as a sort of 
hyperlink to myriad other professionals, sites, and projects. On the contrib-
utors page authors are introduced by a standardized biographical blurb list-
ing professional accomplishments and affiliations, and thus each is plotted 
across a map of other publishers, exhibition venues, schools, art institutions 
and so on (and this at a moment when other areas of the magazine were 
becoming similarly hyperlinked, such as in the ads, which increasingly 
throughout the later 1990s listed email addresses and eventually websites). 
On the contributor’s page each author’s 100-word blurb—the bureaucratic 
CV in prose—accompanies a thumbnail head-shot (ranging in style from 
off-the-cuff and personal to slick and modish). Here, as a response to the 
twin problems of growing dispersion and anonymity on the one hand and 
increased interconnectedness on the other, the answer is a standardized 
form of introduction which, through the personalization of its address, 
invites intimate investment. 

 Another change at  Artforum , one that the contributors page helps track, 
is the allotment of column space in the magazine to fewer independent 
critics and to more and more professional art historians who are more insti-
tutionally networked. The critic, by comparison, looks isolated and uncon-
nected: she or he is too inward turned, still supposedly privileging a 
subjective interior, the place where the experience of art is received and 
submitted to aesthetic judgment. The art historian instead privileges an 
exterior, a field of not only other objects but also disciplinary discourses, all 
bridged and related. Art historians are strongly identified and integrated as 
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professionals; they conduct their practices within institutionally defined 
fields that are striated and organized by title, rank, and collegiality; they 
belong to professional associations; they advance their respective fields by 
situating their efforts first and foremost in relation to contributions by fel-
low practitioners. In short, they are abundantly hyperlinked; with their 
widely disseminated and standardized institutional base of codified 
training, historians of contemporary art exist and operate within networks. 
Critics don’t have any equivalent of academia or the museum world; they 
lack institutional grounding and organization; they have no well-organized 
system of training that erects high educational barriers of qualification. 
They don’t have that same kind of transcontinental archipelago of profes-
sionally linked colleagues, with their cross-advertised conferences and 
symposia, etc., through which to travel, mingle, connect. Compared to 
professional historians, critics are unincorporated, even amateurish.   9  

 Also since the mid-1990s  Artforum  has run more interviews, roundtable 
discussions and multi-authored features, which represent, over and above 
whatever specific topics the discussants happen to be addressing, the con-
nectedness and “liveness” of communicational interface. Here writing, with 
its associations to interiority and “thinking to oneself,” is replaced by 
something closer to talk, which is more exteriorized and socialized, thinking 
that’s always addressed, that’s about transmission, that’s heard rather than 
overheard (to borrow John Stuart Mill’s famous distinction between rhe-
toric and poetics). This is another crucial ingredient in the recent 
construction of a new ideal for art discourse. Not only are connections to be 
made, but these connections need to be socially tight and thus information-
ally rich. Measured in communicational terms, the only thing more valuable 
than extensive reach is complex, intimate feedback. As organization theo-
rist and current Harvard Business School dean Nitin Nohria explains, “The 
structure of face-to-face interaction [as compared to long-distance com-
munication or typical customer suggestion-box mechanisms] offers an 
unusual capacity for interruption, repair, feedback and learning .… These 
are the relationships that provide the foundation on which the rest of the 
network depends.”   10  And this becomes all the more important now that, 
instead of being based predominantly on anonymous commodity exchange 
or impersonal institutionalization and canonization, art-world transactions 
are increasingly grounded in short-term contracts that involve social inter-
actions stressing interpersonal qualities like trustworthiness, loquacious-
ness, and likeability. A new art-world map is being drawn—by art magazines 
but also by museums, biennials, art schools, and so on—which, while 
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 omitting a centered and centering idea of culture, and leaving instead just 
overlapping concrete practices, appears both much bigger and much 
smaller, its boundless extension providing backdrop to small pockets of 
high-intensity social involvement, of quasi-contract-based collaborative 
projects, of face-to-face interaction. This has been described as a “social 
turn” in art, but it’s also how business gets done today: within a vast  universe 
of international radar blips, one zooms in here and there to join in on 
private, proximate performances, entering organic and immediate spaces 
stirred with breathy, spontaneous conversation. (Indicative here is the 
“Scene & Herd” column that headlines  Artforum ’s website, where art events 
spanning the globe are covered in an intimate tone and scale, an intimacy 
reinforced by the accompanying photos, in which effervescent encounters 
with fellow attendees and personalities are captured with what appears to 
be a handy pocket instamatic or digital point-and-shoot—or even cell 
phone camera—which, rather than looking in from an anonymous position 
outside, is instead itself entirely immersed in the action, one more 
spontaneous element in the participants’ overall performative play.) 

 Also, whereas up until the late 1980s  Artforum  seldom ran anything but 
art ads, limiting the few product advertisements that were accepted to the 
back of the magazine, over the course of the 1990s more and more product 
advertising appears—for clothes, liquor, mints, eyeglasses, restaurants, bars, 
airlines, hotels, even financial services—interspersed with the gallery 
announcements throughout the entire issue. And whereas formerly the ad 
section and the editorial content had been strictly segregated, now they co-
mingle, alternating page to page. This mingling helps to disarticulate the 
editorial content and allows for more diversification, as short “think pieces” 
by intellectual-columnists are now interrupted by upcoming exhibition 
“previews” and various types of news reporting—on art institutions and 
their intertwined affairs, on the comings and goings of curators, etc. There 
are also more lists (“Hot List,” “Top Ten”), in which the designating of 
something as “the best” no longer isolates but integrates it into one long cue 
lined up with other long cues. Many of the new sections in  Artforum  
(“Openings,” “Thousand Words,” etc.) also appear regularly. Which means 
that, not only does the magazine take on a more diverse institutional art 
system as its subject matter, but the magazine itself, as it becomes more 
diverse, also becomes more systematized, more templated, accommodating 
only those changes in content that don’t exceed its structure’s built-in flexi-
bilities (again the website provides a clear example of this).   11  And finally 
there is more emphasis on practical information, on news and the art 
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world’s general functionality, which makes the magazine more a resource 
and guide and less a venue for criticism. It could be argued that this is indi-
cative of a larger tension in art today—between an emphasis on practice and 
practicality on the one hand, on the everyday and design and even activism, 
and the supposed continuing need on the other hand for criticism with its 
refusals and negativity and its tearing things down. The annual “best and 
worst” section in  Artforum , an occasion for more lists introduced in 1994, 
had the “worst” half permanently deleted only three years later, in 1997. 

 Many of these recent changes, especially the interspersing of advertising 
and editorial content, have been cited as evidence of  Artforum ’s decline. But 
that argument is exceedingly simplistic, and proves only that what’s really in 
decline is the ability to think critically about the current conditions of pos-
sibility for criticism itself. The more challenging argument is that  Artforum  
has never been stronger. We may excuse ourselves that we don’t read it any-
more, but that hasn’t stopped it from becoming all the more paradigmatic 
of what it means to be an active participant in the art world today.  Artforum  
still dominates—not despite but because of its being a magazine you only 
glance through. That’s how it has succeeded in updating and modernizing 
itself—by loosening its allegiances to an older print culture and the tech-
niques of silent reading, so crucial to ideas of individual autonomy and 
interiority, of critical distance and thinking as an isolated, independent act, 
and instead aligning itself more to the protocols of information management, 
to the practices and effects of user interface and instantaneous electronic 
communications. Criticism might indeed matter less to  Artforum  today, but 
that doesn’t mean the magazine’s dominance has tapered. Indeed, if you 
look at the “Statement of Ownership” published in each year’s November 
issue, you’ll find that after a long stagnation lasting from the early 1980s 
through the mid-1990s,  Artforum  has experienced one of its biggest jumps 
in overall print run, nearly 60 percent, in the past fifteen years. It’s never 
been more popular. To say that the  Artforum  of today has simply fallen 
below its previous standards of quality, to begrudge it for not being what 
it  used to be, is not only nostalgic but a thorough denial of our present 
 historical moment. 

 The task facing criticism today is not only to own up to these changes in 
the structures that govern and determine its production and dissemination, 
but furthermore to aggressively update the historically, collectively accu-
mulated conceptual and rhetorical resources that constitute so much of the 
practice itself, its sanctioned models, categories, terminology, value assump-
tions and so on. Flexibility, nomadic mobility, dialogical feedback—too 
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much art criticism still complacently assumes these to be challenges to the 
system, despite the fact that they are the very attributes the dominant 
system most loudly promotes. Applying to the art of today the same critique 
that was formulated thirty or more years ago actually deflects considera-
tions of present conditions; it replaces a contemporary social frame of 
 reference with a canonical art historical one, and diverts attention away 
from ruptures between then and now in favor of a reassuring illusion of 
historical continuity. It’s up to art criticism to prove that it can answer our 
present moment, not just parrot analyses from criticism’s heyday in the 
1970s. Either that or admit that criticism itself has become history.  
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9   In the 1960s and 70s, many of  Artforum ’s feature articles developed out of what 
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entirely porous. And while it’s true that many of  Artforum ’s early main 
 contributors, like Michael Fried, trained in and subsequently taught academic 
art history, many did not (Max Kozloff left NYU’s graduate school to work 
fulltime as a writer and  Artforum  editor; painter Sidney Tillim had only a BA 
and Peter Plagens an MFA, etc.). As for later art historians like Krauss and 
Foster, they admired and identified themselves as critics first and foremost, 
and wrote  magazine and catalogue essays almost exclusively, rather than 
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research- ladened tomes. And yet their more recent students have helped 
reversed this trend by embracing more academic careers and models of 
research and publishing.  
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11   I hesitate to even bring up  Artforum ’s website, especially its “Scene & Herd” 
column, since shifting focus to such overly caricatured and marginalized 
examples risks distracting from my main argument about the new priorities, 
behaviors, and functions of today’s art press more generally. As with most 
magazines, the importance of  Artforum ’s website as part of its overall 
information platform shouldn’t be overstated, if mainly because it leverages 
nothing near the hardcopy’s status and cultural capital and brings in 
 comparatively little revenue. What I’m trying to stress here are new forms of 
organization, while also not reducing these down to a matter of particular 
technologies (e.g., websites on the internet), since such a move invites deter-
minist fantasies that risk losing sight of other forces—changes in culture, social 
structure, markets, etc.—that are relatively, but significantly, independent 
of developments in the various technologies they draw on.      
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