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veryone complains about art fairs. Everyone 
goes to art fairs. Everyone says how awful they 

are. Everyone posts pictures from art fairs. Here’s a 
photograph; Miami, London, my fresh gear, now Basel, 
Madrid, oh these two always travel together and they 
look so great, New York, and New York again…

They are killing art.

I began showing my work regularly right around the time 
that fairs began to proliferate. At first they were not an 
issue, and I was able to mount exhibitions within the 
context of the gallery as well as have my works shown 
individually at the fair. The combined sales of these 
venues, with the latter feeling like an afterthought, was 
enough to sustain my practice. However, over time, the 
fairs grew, multiplied, and fanned out, becoming 
something completely different and powerful. It used to 
be that September in New York was the ideal month for a 
show. Over the years, September has become a problem 
because people are recovering from summer spending at 
Art Basel. October is maybe okay. November is no good 
because people are preparing to spend their money at Art 
Basel Miami and NADA in December. December is no 
good by default. The first three months of the New Year 
are now also blown because collectors are overspent from 
the December fairs, or waiting for The Armory or Frieze 
or Art Basel again in the spring. And of course the 
summer is traditionally still for vacation, childbirth, or 
rehab.

The dealers I’ve worked with have bemoaned the fairs 
unanimously. They’re expensive and make art look like 
cartons of cereal. At the same time they have no choice 
but to do them. They are like Boxing Day sale week for 
mall stores. It is not news to the people within art’s 
industrial complex that collectors essentially do not buy 
from gallery shows anymore. Still, it should be publically

noted that the quiet contemplation of a single artist’s work 
within the white cube has been vanquished, and not by 
institutional critique, the eclipse of modernist aesthetics, or 
the actions and attitudes of artists who moved outside of 
the gallery to make their work, but by laziness and money. 
Mostly money, and money’s laziness.

By seeing every artist’s work in a small, carpeted booth in 
a shabby convention centre, with a lot of noise and no 
personal space, art has become utterly dehumanized. This 
is a bad time for art and for (most) artists. A very large 
percentage, a dominant percentage, of what gets shown, 
photographed, and collected is forgettable. However, this 
is nothing new, and to some extent, the work that 
eventually doesn’t hold up, draws our attention to what 
does. As in any other industry, we need exposure to poor 
product succeeding in order to see and recognize what the 
strengths are in the work that holds up.

For example, everyone is familiar with the work of Van 
Gogh and Monet, but few people are aware of the vast 
number of successful artists working and showing 
concurrent to them, outside of art historians and serious 
collectors. This vetting has been ongoing for every decade 
of the nineteenth and twentieth century—do the research, 
and you will be surrounded by a vast landscape of the 
forgotten present. The difference in this moment is that it 
all is happening so publically, so instantaneously, so that 
the placement of “then” and “now” can transpire in a 
month’s time, sometimes even in a week, and at the fair, 
within a day.

That’s so last Saturday.

People talk about art fairs as being easier, mostly for 
collectors. However, art is not supposed to be easy, is it? 
Good art especially is notoriously difficult, correct? Could 
“Spiritual America” have hung in an art fair? Exactly.
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However, many young artists that are making a name for 
themselves in this new climate owe much of their success
—as well as the form, scale, and content of their work—
to a global circuit of VIP art fair makers and goers; their 
parties, tastes, and lifestyles. The privileged privileging 
the young artist, and the young artists offering a palatable 
product in return.

The idea that art fairs make art easier for collectors is 
based on a trio of assumptions. The first assumption is 
that these fairs are important and organized by serious, 
well informed, art educated professionals. The second is 
that, as a by-product of the first, only the very best 
galleries in the world are permitted to participate in these 
fairs. Third, this must mean that the most cutting edge, 
important and serious artists are to be seen at every booth. 
These assumptions may or may not be true. But what this 
triad does is create a sense of ease in the heart and wallet 
of the collector, who may not be as confident or prescient 
as say Herb and Dorothy Vogel, who bought difficult art, 
and kept it under paper in their ceiling so sunlight would 
not damage the work.

The Fair allows people who want to own art to actually 
enact the cliché of buying work that matches the sofa. If 
you have enough money and space, collectors today can 
walk around Art Basel, picking out things that they find 
pleasant, that function as ornament, but also must be 
loaded with meaning. Works from prestigious fairs are 
triply pre-vouched, and coming with a whispered promise 
of future wealth. There is nothing inherently wrong in 
buying work because it looks good, or buying work as an 
investment, in fact they are traditional reasons for doing 
so. There is little to nothing about the pandemic of art 
fairs that is harmful to collectors in any way whatsoever. 
The harm is always inflicted on artists, and on art.

Less than a handful of Canadian art galleries participate 

in the major art fairs. A booth at Frieze—if you are 
fortunate enough to be accepted—costs in the 
neighbourhood of nineteen thousand dollars. Further, 
you’ll need to rent lights, walls, chairs, desks, and in 
some cases, wireless access. All this, before shipping, 
travel, paying staff, and lodging. The director of a 
Canadian gallery that participates in these fairs described 
them to me simply as advertising. Traditionally, 
advertising can be bought with money, but in art it needs 
to be bought with money and prestige. In short, you are to 
consider yourself lucky to be able to advertise. Of course 
the elite stable of pedigree galleries, like Hauser and 
Wirth, Gagosian, Zwirner, and so on, can easily do this in 
any fair in the world, but for the mid-level and younger 
galleries, participation in art fairs is simply a way to keep 
their one living hand above the quicksand; a very costly 
gesture to ensure that people know you are still relevant, 
still alive.

People claim to want something to change, they just don’t 
want to have to be involved. The art world right now is a 
glamorous limb-strewn car crash on the highway; 
everyone slows down, appalled, taking photos, 
whispering and getting off. Perhaps there’s no need to 
burn down the art fair–if they follow Newton’s law of 
motion they’ll ultimately slow to a halt, encumbered by 
their own enormity. For example, Art Forum Berlin, once 
desirable and taken seriously, has disappeared. Art 
Chicago is gone. At one point there were perhaps a dozen 
fairs orbiting around Art Basel in Miami, and that number 
has diminished. Eventually people run out of money, their 
tolerance for suffering is fatigued. The artists who did 
well have stopped doing well, or stopped making work. 
Certain galleries may have realized the futility of 
participating and returned to the thing they initially were 
drawn to – running a gallery. There is something to be 
said for spurning the upper echelons of success and 
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settling for being a regional player. With any frenzy, 
exhaustion always follows.

According to Artvista, there are 106 contemporary art 
fairs this year, an astonishing figure if you consider that 
these are only for contemporary art. Now consider the 
number of galleries required to facilitate this many fairs 
(210 at The Armoury, 305 at Basel, 215 at ARCO) and 
from there, the number of artists required to facilitate all 
these gallery rosters starts to reach into the thousands. The 
final tally is startling, but math does not offer us a true 
sense of what’s at stake—you need to physically stroll the 
aisles of any major fair to get a real sense what out of 
control looks like, sounds like, and spiritually feels like. 
A friend recently returned extremely depressed from a fair 
that he was included in, which makes perfect sense, 
because never before have artists been exposed to this 
much art commerce in one place, and never have they had 
to face the reality that what they made—not matter how 
considered, theorized, or politicised—was nothing more 
then an exotic purchase for the novice collector or a 
speculative purchase for the professional collector.

Artists cannot keep up production to match the number of 
fairs; galleries cannot keep up financially to participate. 
The heavy hitters will always be able to send out interns 
and employees all over the globe to maintain a presence 
within the circuit. It’s an endurance game. To open and 
maintain a gallery, for someone not born with money, 
already requires endurance. If Art Basel is the ocean, and 
Larry Gagosian is the gigantic whale leisurely following 
the current, then all these smaller galleries and fairs that 
swim along, eating the scraps, happy to accept the benefits 
of being cheaper and more accessible than Gagosian, will 
die from exhaustion. They necessarily have a shorter life 
span.

Some of the harm inflicted on artists and art, activated at 

fairs and auctions, is nurtured and perpetuated in absentia 
via art magazines. For example, artists of the moment like 
Lucien Smith and Oscar Murillo, who are notoriously 
young and making a lot of money are talked about 
endlessly—not their work, them. The 80!s saw a similar 
phenomenon with David Salle, Sandro Chia, Eric Fischl 
and Julian Schnabel. The difference is that while there 
were many inches of print devoted to the personas and 
cool fashionable lives of these artists, there was equal 
space devoted to discussing the work they were showing. 
Now that those inches of critical appraisal have shortened 
to almost imperceptible columns, the work being made by 
new young artists is more easily sucked into the market 
and vacuum of art history.

Critical magazines have become relics, replaced by art 
and design, style and glamour magazines, each of which 
functions as a sort of pornography of envy and bitterness. 
Further, artists and other participants in the industry 
consume art magazines the way that certain of my family 
consume People magazine—always with elements of 
schadenfreude, shock, and page-whipping boredom. 
When you initially develop an interest in art, you might 
read the essays and articles in Artforum, for example. 
However, when you are showing your work, aware of 
names, participating in fairs, you find yourself reduced to 
scanning advertisements and see who is showing where, 
what’s being looked at, what’s not, and so on. The parallel 
being that one serious businessman on the train who 
flapped, folded, and neatly reviewed the teeny tiny stock 
market numbers charted across the page, rare glyphs only 
meant for the privileged few that could make sense of 
them. That’s us, decoding the contents of a magazine, 
with frustration and aspiration warring in our minds. In 
this way, we too are part of the problem.

Something that would interrupt this cannibalizing art 
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spectacle would be criticism, however in 2014 there 
seems to be almost none left. Galleries need magazines in 
order to position their endeavours within the culture at 
large, and magazines need galleries to pay for 
advertisements to stay in business. Thus the dying years 
of negative reviews took place inside of newspapers, 
which have a broader range of advertisers and can afford 
to piss off the art galleries. However, the internet has 
slowly bludgeoned newspapers into irrelevancy, making 
them reconsider the critical position in exchange for the 
not-so-critical arts blog that highlights sparkle and shine 
in hopes of traffic and sharing. It’s a new economy of art 
information, one where critical thinking no longer has a 
place in the mainstream.

As far as I can see the only way to return some integrity 
and measure of reason to contemporary art is for a small 
number of unafraid people to speak their mind, in public 
and in print. As artists and writers, we have a depth of 
knowledge about why certain things work and others fail. 
If you see something failing, point out why. Maybe 
because it looks like a rip-off of John Wesley or is too 
reminiscent of work that’s already been stamped with 
approval. Go beyond saying ‘it’s too big’ or ‘too flashy’ or 
‘twee’ or that the artist is ‘too young.’ Anyone with an 
opinion and a laptop can just rip people to shreds. It 
benefits no one. The best criticism is both critical and 
constructive. Most artists would be able to live with 
someone telling them that they need to take a look at x or 
y, because maybe they don’t realize x and y have done 
what they’re trying to do. Let the bridges burn and 
address one small, strangely overlooked thing; does this 
piece of art succeed, is it good? If a selfless, masochistic 
coterie of artists and writers can begin to tell the truth, not 
about the art world (which is surely the most boring and 
deoxygenated world there is) but about art itself, then 
perhaps informed opinions that take art seriously might 

begin to have an effect on the vast, uninformed world of 
people who’ve turned it into a spectacle sport that they 
can watch from the stands, while creative people, who 
usually have suffered enough, are thrown to the lions.

When art becomes pork bellies or gold bars, it loses what 
makes it precious, the mental detritus of human beings 
who were compelled to make it. Art can be beautiful. The 
impulse to make it, whether or not one chooses to 
participate in the larger world involved, is a sincere and 
unusual impulse. This is something worth fighting for. If 
young artists are immediately put off by or drawn 
towards this entirely other thing – business, auctions, 
prices, galleries – the aversion or the attraction are both 
harmful for artists and art. The way to deal with the 
industrialists and speculators is by visible disenchantment 
with the world they’ve constructed around an honest 
enterprise, and by a return to looking. Looking at art. 
Being ignored is certainly one of the most painful things 
a person or an industry can endure. Forget what the artist 
looks like, forget how old they are, forget what’s being 
said about them and who says it. Look at what they are 
making. If it evinces any response in you, pay attention to 
that response. The relationship between the object and 
your experience with that object is the foundation of all 
visual art. A return to discussing honestly how that 
works, intelligently pointing out what fails, what 
succeeds – paying attention to the work and returning life 
to the relationship between art and the viewer, refocusing 
attention and ignoring distractions, is the only viable 
remedy to the innumerable ailments art is currently 
suffering under.
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