


criminately loved or hated everything I did. Instead of gearing
up and fighting back, I gave in and got out.

But 1 learned s0 much about being a eritic.

Artists often complain that eritics are animated by resent-
ment. Most of the time, I don't think they are, but having been
an artist, I understand the feeling. Which is why, whatever my
flaws as a critic, | have always tried to be as generous toward
the people making the work as | would have wanted anyvone
studying mine to be. [ want my eriticism to reflect the hell 1
went through as an artist—to look, even with work 1 do not
appreciate at first blush, for the sign of the soul yelping at me
from within or behind. 1 believe that every artist means every-
thing they're doing, that no one is making art just to make
money or pull the wool over people’s eyes. All artists may want
to make money and be loved, but at base they are still serious
about their art, That's why [ hate the cynicism that now perme-
ates the art world—all the money and glamour can make it
hard to see, and sometimes even harder to believe, that artists
mean everything they do as powerfully as anything they've ever
meant in their entire lives. Jeff Koons is as earnest in his Howdiy
Doody-Teletubby way as Francesca Woodman and Francis
Bacon. That's part of what makes his great work great, that
willingness to fail so flamboyantly!

Outsiders often see the art world as a fashionable never-
ending party, buffered from reality by money. Having been an
artist, [ see it very differently. 1 see myself as part of this great
broken beautiful art-world family of gypsies, searching and
yearning and in pain—and under pressure, doing things that
they have to do. 1 refuse to believe this spirit has left the art
world even though 1 comprehend that this exquisite internal
essence is now buried under loads of external bullshit. I know
almost every artist wakes up at 3 a.m. in a cold sweat thinking
that the bottom has fallen out of their work. That each of us is
self~taught and some kind of outsider. [ want to celebrate,
examine, describe, and judge this otherness, outsiderness, and
try to see if an artist’s vision is singular, surprising, and ener-
gized in its own original way. My vision wasn't, at least in ways
I was able to realize in those 10 or 12 yvears. I didn’t have the
ability and fortitude. That’s why I always look for it in others
roob for it in others—even when the work is ugly or idiotic.
I want every artist, good and bad, to clear away the demons
that stopped me, {eel empowered, and be able to make their
an see the “real” them. Its why 1 look hard at
every artist, at the well-known and the rich as well as the late
bloomers, bottom-feeders, outsiders, and eccentrics. Since it's
nearly a miracle that 1 finally ended up in the art world as a
critic—something [ never wanted to be—I want every artist to
have a shot, to see that power, access, and agency is in their
hands. It's why [ value elarity and accessibility in criticism over
all the jargon we usually get. [ want critics to be as radically
vulnerable in their work as 1 know artists are in theirs.

Being an artist also made me realize that T wasn't built for the
type of loneliness that comes from art. Art is slow, physical,
resistant, material-based, and involves an ongoing commitment
to doing the same thing differently over and over again in the
studio. As my wife, Roberta Smith, the co-chief art eritic at the
New York Times, has said many times, “Being a weekly eritic is
like performing live onstage.” Every week. | love and live for that
jolt. Criticism involves constant change, drama, information
coming in from the outside, processing it in the moment in front
of evervone, always being in the here and now while also trying
to access history and experience. H. L. Mencken is quoted,
deseribing his own work, as saying it's best when “it’s written in
heat and printed at once.” That’s what I want, what I need, who
I am. T have a tropism toward reaction.
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I can't only dance naked in private. I have to dance naked in
public. A lot.

HOW DEEP 1S my lack of artistic character? Pretty deep, it turns
out. After | hadn't seen my art for 30 years and had assumed that
it was gone, amazingly, three portfolios of my work surfaced as
1 was writing this article. No altarpieces. Bul around 700 draw-
ings somehow survived. And within one extraordinary day three
weeks ago, | relived a perfect repeat of my entire artistic journey,
1 went through these newly discovered portfolios. One by one,
Drawing by drawing. I studied them all. I knew almost every one
by heart; the ones I didn't remember were revelations to me,
1 knew what every move and mark meant. My breath was taken
away. | fell madly in love with my work. [ was astonished at how
beautiful much of it was. How it all made sense. | thought, These
are fabwlous! I was a great ariist, | looked and looked. T was
stunned. There were tears of joy in my eyes. Relief.

Soon, [ went to get Roberta. 1 told her the news and asked
her to come see. She came into my office and started looking.
For a long time. Longer than [ had. One by one. Studying, not
saying a word. After a while she turned to me and said, “They're
okay.” Stricken, 1 said, “Okay?! What do you mean ‘okay™? 1
think they're beautiful. Aren't they great?” She turned back to
the drawings, looked a little longer, and finally said, “Theyre
generie. And impersonal. No one would know what these are
about. And what's with the triangles? Are they supposed to be
women?” I shot back, "No! They're Hell!” She talked about how
many artists “never get better than their first work” And just
like that, I was right back to where [ was when [ guit: crushed,
in crisis, frozen, panicky.

Looking at it now, I understand Roberta's reaction.
A number of other Wilde ideas apply here. He wrote that art
that's too obvious, that we “know too quickly,” that is "too intel-
ligible,” fails. “The one thing not worth looking at is the obvious.”
This sort of art tells you everything in an instant and can enly
tell you the same thing forever. My work had the opposite prob-
lem. Tt was vague, arcane, and therefore obsolete. Only I could
decipher it

Wilde also wrote that “the vague is always repellent.” My work
was “generic” and “impersonal” because of the 19705 post-
minimal ways | was working. | wanted to transcend memaories,
achieve accessible complexity, and enter history from the side.
Instead, my art might be able to produce flashes of beauty but
couldn't gain emotional traction; create depth, mystery; impart
its secrets, ironies, drama, or cross the threshold of history, Twas
blinded by the rules I made.

I used to tell myself that | wanted every decision that 1 made
in my work to be about beauty. Baudelaire believed that beauty
had two parts. First, timelessness—like the form of a Grecian
urn. The other part of beauty is something absolutely leeting,
like a fashionable dandy on the street. My work had something
of the timeless beauty of older geometries and hermetic dia-
grams and illustration. The colors were pretty. But my art
didn’t have the look and feel of my own time. Yet I meant it with
all my heart. Which was another problem. At that dawn of our
age of irony, 1 was totally sincere. Wilde has something to say
about this, too. “All bad poetry,” he wrote, "springs from genu-
ine feeling ... It is with the best intentions that the worst work
is done” Of course, he also wrote, “Criticism demands infinitely
more cultivation than creation does.” Boom! Let’s fight about
that in public. |
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