
President of the International Association of Art Critics,
Dr. Marek Bartelik has been teaching modern and
contemporary art at the Cooper Union for the
Advancement of Science and Art in New York since
1996. He lectures at prestigious art institutions
worldwide. Author of numerous books, he is also a
regular contributor to Artforum International, for which
he has written reviews from over twenty countries.
BEAUTYSTREAMS discusses with Dr. Bartelik his
views on art and art criticism.
 
BEAUTYSTREAMS: Please tell us about AICA and
the aims of the organization.
AICA (International Association of Art Critics) was
established as a non-profit organization to promote
independent art criticism after WWII. There are now
5000 members in 63 sections throughout the world.
The history is rather long, dating back to 1949. The
goal of the organization is to expand to places that
have little visibility in terms of their international
discourse. AICA was instrumental in creating
a discussion and exchange for places like
Eastern Europe when it was cut off from the rest 

of the world. Though there is not as much urgency in
Eastern Europe anymore, there is now urgency in
other places.  I just came back from Cuba where we
are trying to establish a section. It was a wonderful
visit and there were many good conversations. I
hope next it will be China, India, and the Middle
East, where artistic life is devleoping very quickly.
 
B:  What are some new trends in art? 
I hesitate to answer exactly what is new and what is
happening right now. Because the world has become
so global, there are too many things occurring at the
same time.  If I simply follow the model of the
biennials and art fairs, I would be following someone
else�s model and not really be determining on my
own what�s happening. Basically there is a story that
is told by all the major institutions - Art Basel, Miami
Basel, Documenta, Venice Biannale - but whether
that story is the story of what really happens, that is
a big question mark. It is what happens in the
perception of some people, some quite powerful
people from these institutions.

For me personally, the sociological and cultural
perspectives are more interesting than just thinking
about new trends.  I think in terms of where we are
artistically—we are in a kind of Mannerist stage in
our cultural development. There was the
Renaissance, and then there was Mannerism
that followed. Mannerism was about hybridization -
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borrowing, cutting, and pasting.  We had it in the 17th
century already. Now we have it again. It�s a
Mannerist phase in our culture where a lot of things
are borrowed from modern vocabulary and just
hybridized, changed or appropriated.  So actually, it�s
not that new.
 
B: What changes do you notice in the art world?
The tools have changed. That�s very important. If you
follow the changes in art, many of them are
conditioned by technological expansions.  We made a
big jump in terms of aesthetics when oil paints were
introduced in the early 15th century, because it
changed the idea of how things were painted.  We
had several other big changes closer to our times,
when acrylics were introduced after WWII.  Acrylics
changed how paintings were constructed and
painted. Artists didn�t have to wait for the paint to dry
anymore, so the process was more immediate - you
could paint and change. With oils you had to scrap,
start again, and wait. If you didn�t do it properly, things
got very muddy.  
 
With the development of the computer we got another
tool. In my opinion, the computer has not been
integrated into the artistic language very well.  I think
it is still very primitive in terms of how it applies to the
visual arts. It has a huge potential, but it�s probably
too late for me to understand what that potential really
is for I am increasingly interested in older art and my
critical regard is getting more and more historical.
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A few years ago at the Whitney Biennale there was a
big component devoted to digital art. It was
interesting, but on the other hand, I realized that the
way people present video with computers is very
conventional. There is nothing interesting about it. 
It�s straightforward. You have to look into a small
computer screen, but I�d rather see it projected on a
large screen. One work I liked made viewers access
images with a fishing rod. Instead of just looking at an
iconic image, you had to drag it, excavate it, and
bring it to life. I found this different and exciting. It is a
big challenge to get the computer to transform
imagery into something visually appealing and
different.
 
B:  How has the approach of artists evolved in
recent years?
A lot of artists are making art today, probably more
than ever. The problem is whether they are going to
work on a long-term basis or whether they are going
to stop as they see it doesn't work, when they are not
getting into the shows, people don't buy their
works. So the difference between what happened in
the past and what is happening today, is that in the
past when people decided to be artists, it was usually
a commitment for a lifetime – regardless of how
successful they would become.  When you talked to
these artists, they would say “after all, that is all I can
do. I can not do anything else.”  
 
Nowadays I think younger people are much more
pragmatic. They want to see if they are going to be 
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successful first, whatever that �success� means. If
they are not going to be successful, they are not
going to continue. So we are loosing artists who are
fully committed. There are fewer and fewer
mid-career artists who are not already successful
internationally, because by that stage, younger artists
would have already decided whether they were going
to continue or not.  
 
For me, the shift is not so much about what�s new in
art, but rather how the identity of the artist has
evolved. I think it has changed a lot. I think it has
become more related to immediate results. And that
doesn�t always come from the artist himself, but also
from how the art world processes careers.  Everyone
is looking for young talent.  Even before you
graduate, if you go to major schools like Yale or Cal
Arts, there are people coming to your exhibitions that
want to put you in a gallery if they think it might be a
good investment. So that puts a lot of pressure on
young people.

Not long ago, there were major artists like Hans
Hoffman who did not have his first exhibition until the
age of 50. Nowadays, if you wait that long, no one will
pay any attention to you. If you don�t have a show by
age 50, you are probably not going to have a show. 
So the notion of how we perceive the artist in our
society has shifted.
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B:  You have given us your objective point of
view.  What is your subjective perspective on art?
That�s a very interesting question. The more I
experience art, the more I realize it�s very
generational. I would say critics and artists alike have
a period in their lives when art becomes very vital - a
moment when it becomes central to their existence.
But then as time passes, the relationship becomes
less passionate and more intellectual. For me, the
period when I really wanted to see everything was
from the late 80�s to mid 90�s. That was my period of
youthful euphoria about art. Now I see things
differently. I have to intellectualize my experience. Like
with music, for instance: when I listen to today's music,
it doesn't move me the same way as the music of the
late 70's or early 80's. It has nothing to do with the
quality of the music now and then, but simply with our
need for listening to popular music. I don�t feel any
attachment. It�s a different relationship. It�s almost the
same with everything as far as artistic expression is
concerned. Maybe with books it�s a little different
because the limits are more set.

B:  What do you not consider to be art?
Actually most of the art today is “non-art” in a
traditional sense. The emphasis has shifted from the
work of art to the context of what art represents or
doesn�t represent. Nowadays you can make art that is
the negation of making art, and the boundaries are
more fluid.

Rauschenberg was interested in making art that
was in the gap between art and reality.
Nowadays that gap has vanished. Art and reality are
bound together. There is no longer the mystical,
mysterious gap where art used to sit.  Everything
now is exposed. Some people lament that situation,
but for me, I don�t have alliance to any kind of art
ethos. What worries me sometimes is the frivolity
and lack of commitment. I am not interested in art
that seduces, but in art that is a commitment – like
the difference between a quick date and a long
marriage. I am more interested in a marriage.
 
B:  What areas of the world do you see
interesting talent emerging?
I write for Artforum and try to always find new
people. My approach is very simple.  I travel a lot
and in a place like Rio di Janeiro, Seoul or London, I
just walk around and look at things.  If I find
something interesting, I just write about it. So far it�s
been pretty successful. I have my independence in
terms of how I function as a critic, because I am not
bound by location. I am not a NY critic. If I were a NY
critic, as I was before, I would be more conditioned
by all kinds of relationships, but when I travel these
conditions become secondary.  And when I go
countries where I don�t speak the language, I have to
experience the places through other senses.  It
becomes more revealing.  Speech sometimes
disguises.
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B:  What artists have you reviewed recently?
I remember when I was in Seoul.  I walked into a
gallery and there was a woman, Yuhee Choi, with
these large paintings. The Koreans have their style –
very colorful, ornamental, and detailed. It is very
beautiful, but sometimes it can be tedious, because
it�s full and tight.  I liked her work and was happy to
write about her.  It was her first international review.  I
don�t know what it did for her career; it might have
done a lot, but that doesn�t directly concern me.

When I was in Paris I reviewed two artists from Berlin
- Pauline Boudry and Renate Lorenz. There was this
trend called Salomania that began in London and
spread all over the world. Women would get together
and perform the dance of the seven veils in private. It
is like a secret society. So these two women artists
did a wonderful project based on Salomania. They
were influenced by Alla Nazimova�s experimental film
“Salomé” from the 1920�s.  It was a very strange film
based on the Oscar Wilde play. The rumor was that
all actors and actresses were gay. This was
extremely controversial in Hollywood of the 1920�s.  
 
For their show, Pauline Boudry and Renate Lorenz
recreated part of the film in a more contemporary
version with drag queens.  They did studies of
Salomania and interpreted the story of Salome going
back to Gustave Flaubert. So actually for me, it was
very interesting, not only as a story, but also 
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because I learned so much. I am actually grateful to
artists when I can discover another universe. Boudry
and Lorenz have a particular interest in gender and I
was very intrigued by it.
 
B: What other countries are you interested in
exploring?
Well, I did have some interest in geo-cultural regions.
Originally I was more interested in non-Western
places, simply because it was more unexpected for
me. With Europe or the US, my expectations were
already concrete.  My venturing outside the US really
began when I started going to Brazil. I have written
quite a lot from Brazil.  Now I go wherever the wind
takes me. I�ve been everywhere basically.

B:  There has been an increase in museum
admissions worldwide. Do you feel that the
general public is more interested in art nowadays?
I feel this is more a result of museums becoming a
major source of entertainment. Tourism is increasingly
important, and what do people do when they travel? 
They go to museums, parks, and shopping. In some
ways, museums have become part of the program.
 
So I don�t think people are more educated about art
unfortunately. In the US, people are becoming less
and less educated about art. A lot of programs have
been cut from high schools and they don�t have much
opportunity to study art history. I have been

teaching at Cooper Union for 16 years now. It is a
selective art college with well-educated students. Yet
in the last 5-6 years, the difference has been
tremendous.  There are kids who come to the school
and don�t know who Van Gogh or Matisse were, but
they might know Damien Hirst or Jeff Koons. I am
not certain how it is in Europe. There is a local art
tradition, so maybe it�s more difficult to forget art
history, but who knows?  If there is no education,
people will only remember Duchamp and Andy
Warhol as the beginning of art history. Everyone else
will be like a dinosaur.

B: How do you feel about the relationship
between art and commerce?
I think art was always related to a market. We know
stories about artists like Reubens, who was a
shrewd businessperson.  Art was a huge industry
even back then. The difference was that for Reubens
and people like him, there existed a correlation
between what was considered quality and its market
value. There was some kind of measuring stick to
figure out whether this was good or not, and how you
would place it within the hierarchy of quality.
Nowadays that is not the case. The relationship
between craftsmanship and the value of the work of
art has changed.
 
There is this romantic notion that as an artist you are
supposed to deny any materialism.
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I grew up learning about Van Gogh and other
suffering artists like him. That�s how we tend to define
artists – that to be artists they had to suffer.
 
In general, the commercial aspect is probably the
least interesting for me, not because it is not
important, but because it has its own definition. I don�t
have to fight whether I defend it or not. I think artists
should be concerned with making money and critics
should be paid. It�s sort of a false discourse. But
what�s important is that if we spend that energy and
there is also financial compensation, how do we
make sense of it so it doesn�t become trivial, but
rather, a real contribution? 
 
B:  What advice do you give to your students?
I say to my students “make it a commitment. Think
that in 20-30 years, you might still be doing
something similar. If you think that way, it�s a long
road, not a quick journey.”

With the students, you have to be less abstract and
more concrete, so I share with them my own personal
story. I started as a bridge engineer and went back to
school to get a PhD in art history. Then it kind of
developed from there. My life is wonderful and I don�t
regret for a moment that I am no longer a bridge
engineer.  There is a road to follow. You have to
define what you want.  If you define it well, then you
are happy, even if things don�t work out all 
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the time. So that is the advice I give to my students. 

B: How do you perceive the role of art critics
today?
As an art critic, I try to see how we could contribute to
the society. It�s not just about being attached to an
artist and interpreting what the artist does or doesn�t
do. I think what critics need to do (and it applies to
people in general) is to establish a conversation that
is more equal, a way of talking to each other and
learning from each other, rather than serving each
other.

B:  Why do you feel the influence of critics has
waned?
At different times in history, critics have had more or
less power.  There was a period when critics had a lot
of power. They could make or break an artist.
Nowadays critics don�t have that same influence. I
don�t know exactly when it happened. I think it
happened when we started to have more art fairs and
biennials. We just had Art Basel and critics were not
particularly invited, because these institutions don�t
think that critics are crucial for their existence. The
shows have a lot of work on display, and yet they only
last 2-3 days. If you invite a critic, he looks at it and
there is not much time to follow. So people are
pragmatic and they say why bother? Actually criticism
began in modern times with art salons, but the
difference was that the salons lasted a long 
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time. You could go for 1 or 2 months and revisit the art;
but when a fair lasts only 2-3 days, everything
becomes very reactive.  So I think that it�s simply
because there is less professional exchange going on,
and that�s why critics become less invited or less
powerful when it comes to art fairs.
 
In addition, the print press is shrinking.  There are
fewer and fewer publications where critics could
contribute. When it comes to the internet, people are
very suspicious because anyone can publish a blog.
As it�s a new sector, it is still chaotic. Eventually more
powerful blogs will dominate and become more visible.
There will be greater differentiation between
professional and private blogs.

B: How do feel art critics will evolve?
Art critics are coming to a crisis, but I see crisis as a
time to reevaluate our own identity and determine
whether we should stay hidden behind the page or
become more visible. AICA wants to be up-to-date and
bring younger people to the conversation. The
organization is ageing without bringing in new blood. It
is not about replacing older critics with younger ones,
but about creating a dynamic environment for
exchange.
 
B: What are your thoughts on the future of art?
Art moves beyond what can�t be defined
and verbalized. There is a Turkish artist who did a 

video about women in prison during the military
dictatorship in her country. The women said the
hardest day they experienced was not from the
physical or psychological abuse, but the day when
the guards cut down the only tree that they could see
from their window. That tree represented hope for
them, and it was so hard to see it cut down. So if art
was like a tree, let�s not chop down the tree. We are
already chipping away at it, but when it�s gone we
will feel it missing.

Dr. Marek Bartelik
President
International Association of Art Critics (AICA)
New York, USA

www.aica-int.org
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