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What Enjoy Poverty makes clear is that the
only solution white male artists currently have
for the systemic global problems of the world
is to make more of them. The only thing they
can teach you is to be like them. You must take
workshops to be like him, to see like him—only
he can teach you how to be like him. And more
of him is the solution: The Goal.

—Eunsong Kim *1

I have everything to confess, and nothing to say about Renzo
Martens. Yes, yes, | am being rewarded (modestly) to write
about Meneer Martens, or at least about his art. But | have
nothing to say about the man or about his social practice

art. No comments to make about his politics, or his class
position, or the way he communicates, thinks, or dresses as
a white Dutch person. He and I have never met. We live in
different cities, in different nations, and, to date, the only
image I have of him, or of his work, comes from online
videos and photographs.

This disclosure alone should disqualify me
from authoring this text, or from seeking to weigh in on
the ethics of his practice as if I am without reproach, me,

a white heterosexual man of senior age living in a country
dominated by a racist, self-proclaimed nationalist, white
leader. And yet, here I go. But first, let me ask you this:
What conditions could make a white, postcolonial, social
practice aesthetic possible if such an art were to exist?

Let us begin by tossing caution to the wind by starting big,
really big, with what modern capitalism and its ubiquitous
marketization and monetization of our lives has done to art.

IL

With the extinction of the sacred and the
“spiritual,” the deep underlying materiality of all
things has finally risen dripping and convulsive
into the light of day; and it is clear that culture
itself is one of those things whose fundamental
materiality is now for us not merely evident but
quite inescapable.

—Fredric Jameson *2

Under conditions of the total planetary financialization
of our old, sweet, stubbornly withdrawn art world (was it
ever really so?) becomes a no-longer-mystified, no-longer-
autonomous, dazzlingly lit art world. Nothing is held back
as high culture is subsumed within the capitalist totality
(or should we call it a “fractality,” because it is really an
inherently fractured whole, or perhaps an “overtotality,” one
that blindingly displays its own excessive repetitiveness?).
Regardless, I am calling our situation that of “bare art.”
Following philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s
term “bare life” that designates the status of a human being
deprived of all socially constructed rights and thus reduced
to a purely biological entity, “bare art” is a condition in which
high culture’s traditional autonomy, mystique, and romance
has boiled away leaving behind as bittersweet nostalgia our
illusory belief that creative work is inherently antithetical
to capitalism because it is not useful labor. We see this
“bare art” nakedness most distinctly when a painting, or a
cluster of paintings, is transformed into a bundled financial
instrument whose investors will never even encounter their
prizes “in the flesh.”

Dreadful circumstances, but also useful circumstances.

For the very same processes that give birth to “bare art”
cannot help but expose the previously invisible (though
always evident in plain sight), social-productive forces that
reproduce and maintain contemporary art. In fact, more
than merely expose this once hidden cultural engine, much
contemporary art now openly celebrates its dependency on
value extracted from labor past and present, including wage
labor, indentured labor, colonial plantation and slave labor,
as well as increasingly the affective- and knowledge-based
labor of communicative capitalism. Even major art institutions
are getting in on the act including the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, the Tate, Guggenheim, Fondazione Prada, and the
Luzon Academy in Shenyang, China. Something known as
social practice art has seemingly popped into existence in
our “bare art” world, much like a particle emerging from

a quantum fluctuation, apparently defying the ironclad laws
of conservation of energy.

But social practice art is not magic nor has it
had a virgin birth. It is merely the inevitable counterpart of
the vacuity associated with “bare art.” And that void is also

our own extreme state of cultural claustrophobia.
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! Eunsong Kim, “Art & Colonialism: Renzo Martens Part 1,”
CONTEMP+ORARY (blog), August 11, 2016, http://contemp
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*2 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic
of Late Capitalism (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University
Press, 1991), 67.



Habitually repeated, this void within a void waits to be filed
with a joyous future, though all it can call up is the delirious
predicaments of an inglorious past: nationalism, xenophobia,
patriarchy, a yearning for fixed embodied identities, and of
course a return to white supremacy and colonialism if in dis-
guised form. For when all is said and done it is the market
uber alles whose abstract leveling forces melt all that is solid
into thin air, naturalizing what would otherwise be consid-
ered a scandal: political regression and social barbarity.

III.

It was the whiteness of the whale that above all
things appalled me.
—Herman Melville *3

Is there such a thing as a repulsive aesthetic? For Immanuel
Kant, this would have been an unthinkable contradiction

in terms; still, I recall in the 1990s, a wave of art striving to
present to viewers an experience of abjection. Fecal matter,
blood, vomit, and other bodily fluids and excretions, occa-
sionally appeared as exhibited works, or these unsavory sub-
stances were represented with pigments, dyes, clay, mud,
and so on. Abject art, as this was sometimes labeled, may
have upset American congressmen who were eager to cut off
funding to individual artists from the National Endowment
for the Arts anyway, but this intentionally repulsive work
still found its way into mainstream institutional collections
and exhibitions.

So here is a theory. A hypothesis at best. Given
the failure of this tactic to subvert the dominant, bourgeois
cultural paradigm is it possible that the next attempt at de-
constructing high art involved presenting degrading social
situations as consumable cultural commodities? Women
tattooed in exchange for drugs, aging holocaust survivors
persuaded to reinscribe their fading serial numbers from
Nazi death camps, a starving dog chained inside a gallery
but just out of reach of water and a bowl of food. ** Though
the full brutishness of the latter work remains unconfirmed,
the argument each project seeks to make is clear enough:
radical art today must hold up a mirror to the comfortable,
liberal, solicitous contemporary art audience in order to

*3 Herman Melville, Moby Dick (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth
Classic Editions, 1999), 185.

** The starving dog as art remains unconfirmed, see: David
Mikkelson, “Guillermo Vargas: Dog Starved for Art Exhibit,”
Snopes website, August 10, 2011, https://www.snopes.com/
fact-check/starving-dog-art/.
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show them what they already know, but refuse to acknow-
ledge: a secret collective longing to indulge in visual spec-
tacles of abjection and humiliation at the level of automobile
crash voyeurism (even J.G. Ballard would be red-faced).

Then there is Episode I11: Enjoy Poverty. Easy
enough to insert Martens’ film into the same car-crushed
basket, though we might rightly ask: What is the value of
intellectually celebrating “negative cultural capital,” either
in the form of a pseudo-documentary, a platform of cynical
reasoning, or as the enterprising start for a real/ ersatz
NGO producing limited-edition and delectable artworks?
Perhaps it is precisely because the effect obtained is so
self-knowingly rooted in what Nicholas Mirzoeff caustically
labels the colonial “right to look”? *> If nothing else, we
seem to be confronted with an instance of “inverted art
branding,” one that became impossible after the institu-
tionalization of YBA parlor-game profligacy. Surprisingly,
Enjoy Poverty is not so much a repudiation of social practice
art, but rather a genuine variant of this still-germinating
sphere of engagement, one that remains amorphous enough
to encapsulate, or at least porous enough not to exclude,
that which it would prefer to reject with extreme prejudice
on ideological grounds.

In this way, what I call “bare art” allows us to
simultaneously reject the periodic bad faith of the neo-avant-
garde with its all too frequent closet formalism, while also
declaiming against our own cynicism as an “insufferable”
though inevitable poetic pleasure. That stated, there is
another oddly oblique quiver generated by this type of
white, postcolonial, social practice. By offering a sub-zero
space of refined negativity and withdrawal, we can still
imagine ourselves led through the desert of the “bare art”
world like a lost tribe marching to some uncharted mystery
destination where the “real” avant-garde has been safely
stored like a cultural seed bank waiting for the arrival of
a more fertile and destined generation (even if, Moses like,
should we ever reach the threshold of this event horizon it
would always remain closed off to us as an impassible and
opaque barrier on which to project all manner of fantasies).
The intimation of exodus is the lure that either cheats us,
or raises the stakes when we encounter Enjoy Poverty.
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*® Nicholas Mirzoeff, The Right to Look: A Counterhistory of
Visuality (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2011).
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Who can unravel such a twisted and tangled
knottiness? It is unclean. I hate to reflect upon
it. I hate to look on it. But I do long for thee,

O Righteousness and Innocence, so beautiful
and comely to all virtuous eyes—I long for thee
with an insatiable satiety.

—St. Augustine *6

We locate ourselves in a future where past poets of the Tea
Party are praised as today’s true vanguard. Though I know
of no such poetry that actually exists, this proposed time
yet to come also lays the groundwork for today’s white,
postcolonial, social practice art. And with it Jameson’s
description of postmodernism as “surrealism without

the unconscious,” gives way to a trauma-less trauma,

a compulsive repetition operating machine-like without
any reference to underlying trauma, and therefore not
really a symptom in any familiar sense.

Our electronic glow-screens play and replay
real and fictional reports, lacking the ability to sharply
distinguishing between either category, the is, and the isnt.
We find ourselves right at home in a world where armed
student’s randomly slaughter their peers, mainstream tele-
vision programs depict zombies eviscerating friends and
family, and the leader of the world’s heaviest-armed super-
power brags about molesting women, claiming that he could
walk up to someone in broad daylight, shoot that person,
and none of his political supporters would care one way or
the other. Despite the clues that trauma is present, there is
no trauma, or at least not anything other than the repetitive,
everyday visitation of things just as they are, a routine state
of upheaval, a trauma-less trauma.

Seeing and confronting the hyper-conspicuous
now, it seems that time has actually not moved ahead for
decades. We are left with the reoccurring abstract value
of the commodity in itself, an eternal return of the same,
followed by the same, that makes it both possible to Enjoy
Poverty but also to condemn it at the same time. It also
seems that night has fallen, only Minerva’s Owl, an endan-
gered species, is nowhere to be seen.

V.

I really get my hands in the dirt.
And I smear my own face with it.
—Renzo Martens *7

As for you Mr. Martens, but also for you, dear reader, I can only
implore that you serve faithfully as my “Big Other,” judging the
infra-thin gap between this, my openly confessed renunciation,
and the presumed virtue of my heartfelt disclosure.
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*6 Saint Augustine, The Confessions [397-400 AD], trans. Maria
Boulding (New York: New City Press, 2002), 74.

7 Jacob Wick, “A Conversation with Renzo Martens at a Café,”
Bad at Sports (blog), March 21, 2014, http://badatsports.
com/2014/a-conversation-with-renzo-martens-at-a-cafe/.



