
The p ract ice of  a rt  c r i t ic i sm is  necessa r i l y
lodged on the consumer  s ide o f the exhib i -
t ion  bus ine ss .  In  fact,  the sor t of  ar t  c r i t i -
c i sm that  I  myse l f  p ract ice i s  most  pro p e r l y
de scr ibed as  “exhib i t i on c r i t ic i sm,”  s ince  I
am a lmost  a lways  wr i t ing  about works  o f ar t
in  bunches  on the occas ion  of  the i r  publ i c
p re senta t ion.  Cr i t ic i sm that  dea l s with art  i n
i t s  genera l i t y  i s qu i te  p rope r ly  ca l led  theory ;
i t  i s  genera l ly  produced  in  univer s i t ies ;  
c r i t i c i sm tha t dea l s with s ingular  works  of
a r t  in the i r  spec i f ic i ty  fa l l s  w ith in the
p u rv i ew o f h i stor ica l  conno isseu rsh ip and  i s
usual ly  pract i ced under  the ausp ices  o f
museums and  auct ion  houses .  The cr i t ic i sm
that  I  wr i te  i s  wri tten fo r pe r iodica l s about
what the cul ture offers  up to  be seen—
wheneve r and  wherever  i t  i s  off e red  up .  I t  i s
under s tandable,  then ,  that  exh ibi t ion c r i t ic s
l ike myse l f ,  af ter year s  o f d in ing  on  what  the
c u l t u re  o f ga l l er i es ,  museums and a l tern a t i v e
space s chooses  to serve ,  would be tempted
to intervene in the p rocess ,  to  move into the
ki t chen, or  behind the bar,  and whip  up
exh ibi t ions  o f the i r  own.  The a rg u m e n t s
agains t  doing so ,  however,  are numerous and
p e r s u a s i v e .

F i r s t ,  of  cour se,  ar t  c r i t ic s  habi tua l ly  speak
for  themse lves .  They  conceive themselve s as
pr ivate c i t i zens  w ith  s ingul ar op inions  st r iv -
ing to  be  heard within  a  cacophony o f com-
pe ting voices  and  opin ions.  They  don ’t
dec ide what we see,  in other  words .  They
on ly  argue about  whether  i t  i s  worth see ing
or  not .  Curato rs ,  however,  do dec ide.  They

inc lude and  exc lude ,  and,  a s a  consequence,
the  eccentr ic ,  combat ive ta stes  and op inions
tha t const i tute an a rt  c r i t i c ’s  ab iding v i rt u e ,
quick ly  become v ice s in  curator ia l  pract ice.
Cr i t ics  have f reedoms commensurate with the i r
lack of  power.  Curator s have  respons ib i l i t ies  tha t
der ive from the i r  actua l  power to e xc lude,  so
they  must a lways see themselves ,  in  some sense,
as publ i c  servant s .  When two cu ra tor s  agre e ,
the i r  ag reement i s  taken  to re p resen t a  consen-
sus of  pub l ic  tas te.  When  two cr i t ic s  agree,  one
of them is  redundant.  

Thus,  in  much the same way tha t ar t i s t s curated
into exhib i t i ons  by  theor is ts  r i sk  be ing seen  as
i n s t ruments  o f that theory,  a rt i s ts  curated  i nto
exhib i t i ons  by  c r i t ic s  r i sk  too c l ose an assoc ia-
t ion with the  eccentr ic  v i sua l  agendas that  are a
c r i t i c ’s s tock in trade.  Cr i t ic i sm is  a  tough,  spe-
ci f ic  pract ice;  actua l  works  of ar t  are more pro -
tean  and generous  than  that .  A lso,  s ince a c r i t ic
without enemies  i s  no t rea l l y  a  c r i t ic ,  c r i t i c s who
mount  exh ibi t ions  a re ,  in effect ,  shar ing  the i r
enemies  w ith  the i r  fr iends .  So you  have to be
c a refu l  about why and where you  do  i t .
Speak ing  for  myse l f ,  whenever I  am given  the
o p p o r tuni t y  to curate  an  exh ibi t ion,  I  t r y  to
explo i t  the news gather ing aspect  o f my p rac-
t ice.  I  th ink o f my exhib i t i on as  concrete jou r-
na l i sm—as d ispatches  from the trenches.  My
ideal  cu rator ia l  s tatement ,  then,  goes  something

l ike th is :  He re  i s  some s tu ff  I  found.  I sn ’t  i t
i n t e res t ing.  Excuse me wh i le  I  get  out  o f the
w a y.  

When I  was  o ff e red  the oppor tuni ty  to  curate an
exhib i t i on fo r Apex Art ,  however,  I  re a l i z e d
immediate ly  that  concrete  journal i sm was  out of
the  quest ion .  So I  de layed  and demur red.  New
York  needs  another curator  l ik e Vegas  needs
anothe r hooker,  and,  a l so ,  hav ing been  a  New
Yorker myse l f  for  more than a decade,  I  am wel l
a cqua inted with the c i ty ’s  t in  ear  fo r word f ro m
the  outsi de wor ld—and per sonal ly  d is inc l ined to
shout into i t .  The inhabi tan ts  o f Manha ttan
know what ’s bes t  for  them, and  I  know what ’s
bes t for  me , so  I  dec ided  to go with that—to
think of  New York as  a  sett ing  rather  than an
aud ience—to se lect  an a rt i s t  whom I wanted to
see  in  New York and  see wha t happened.
Chris t ine  S iemens was  my immediate and  
unhes i ta t ing cho ice.

I  se le cted  her f i rs t  because I  am del ighted by,
but  do not understand, her  a rt .  I  have no re a d y
w o rds  fo r i t ,  so  no th ing  I  might  say  or  m ight
have sa id can damage  i t .   La S iemens  possesses
a  c r i t i ca l  sens ib i l i ty  that  i s  pass ionate ly  her  own
and  tota l ly  invu lnerab le  to any  s ide l ine k ibbi t z -
i ng.   So I  knew that ,  by  presen t ing her  wi th  this
p roje ct,  I  was  sowing  anonymous  seeds in  a l i en

soi l—that I  wou ld be surp r i sed rather  than
re a s s u red  by  what sprouted up,  and surpr i se
is  more fun than reassurance—and more New
York.  More o v e r,  as  a  Canad ian t ransplan t to
Las  Vegas,  S iemens  t ra ff ics  i n a  b rand of
g l a m o u rous ab ject ion (o r abj ect g lamour)
that  has  a lways  been pa rt  o f New Yo r k ’s
appeal  for  me. He r v i s ion  o f cul ture perpetu-
a l l y  r i s ing  out  of  nature and  crumb l ing back
in to  i t  seemed a good match with the c i ty
wh ich i s  a lways  c rumbl ing down and  r i s ing
f rom the dust .

Over  the pa st  few months ,  then,  I  have  exer -
c i sed  my curator ia l  respons ib i l i t ie s by  
d ropp ing  by  S iemens ’  s tudio  f rom t ime to
t ime to  see  what was  happen ing .  What was
happening was  ch rome pota toe s,  canvas
c h rysanthemums,  d isco-bal l s in  de shabi l le ,
bubb le-wrap p lanets ,  and a t iny  s tro b e - l i t
ver s ion  of  the ga l ler y  i tse l f .  When  I  asked
what she was  doing,  she  rep l ied  en igmati ca l -
l y,  “Neuro t ic  mixo logy.“  I  nodded wise ly,  and
in  a smal l  way I  th ink I  under stand . Art  mak-
ing i s ,  a fter  a l l ,  a  b rand of  jumped up bar -
tend ing ,  but  the  s takes  a re  very  h igh .  
So ,  th ink of  th is  exhib i t ion  as  an exot ic
cock ta i l  made out of  the anxi ety  of  making
i t .  Or don’t th ink at  a l l ,  jus t  d r ink i t  down.
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Chrysanthemum 1999  Rubber-coated canvas, foam and fake fur  5' x 7' x 18"

Mixology
An installation by Christine Siemens

Sedation Shadows #1 1999  Pencil on paper  30” x 40”

Space Potatoes 1999  Celluplast, tinfoil, canvas and wire  12' x 12' (approx.)
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