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Speaker A

This podcast episode explores the role of art criticism, especially the question whether critics can establish a standard for determining what constitutes beauty in art. For this episode, I took inspiration from my thesis where I assessed three thinkers who offer contrasting perspectives on this matter, David Hume, Pierre Bourdieu, and Alexander Nehamas. Hume, in his work Of The Standard of Taste, suggests that although aesthetic judgments are subjective, they can be assessed by competent critics. This is not to say that there is an objective standard for beauty, but that judgements made by those possessing certain qualities that make for a good critic hold more weight. Pierre Bourdieu, in his work Distinction, contends that taste is shaped by social factors, such as cultural upbringing and class distinctions, thereby challenging the notion of such a standard and arguing instead that taste is a marker of social class that perpetuates already existing hierarchies. In order to show that elitism and social power

is not all there is to art criticism, I introduced Alexander Nehamas' ideas from his book, Only a Promise of Happiness, presenting a view of critics who, instead of imposing a standard, are encouraging us to engage with artworks on a personal level, inducing a diversity of interpretations and evaluations. In this podcast episode, I will take these thinkers as my inspiration for interviewing Katrin Heinrich, an art historian and critic based in Vienna.

She studied art history and comparative literature at the University of Vienna, and currently she works in research support at the University of Music and Performing Arts.

Kathrin is also a doctoral candidate at the University of Applied Arts Vienna, where she was on a scientific staff from 2020 to 2022, has taught courses and co-organized a research project called Addressing Amnesia, Performing Trauma. Her writing has been published in newspapers and magazines like Der Standard, Süddeutsche Zeitung, Frieze, Texte zur Kunst, Springerin, Eikon and PW Magazine. In 2018, she was awarded the AICA Austria Prize for Young Art Criticism.

Thank you, Kathrin, for coming and being here.

Speaker A

So I, as a start, I wanted to ask how you got into art criticism. So I know you studied art history and also comparative literature, so it doesn't come as a surprise to me that you wanted something that combines the two disciplines. But what is it about art criticism that is really important? What is it that is really appealing to you?

Speaker B

Actually, before I wanted to be an art critic, I wanted to be a fashion critic. And I did this fashion design college because when I was a teenager, some like a copy editor gave me the tip to never study journalism when you wanted to be a writer, but to study a subject to really become an expert in your field. And like the writing can still, you know, not come later, but can be like learned or I already had sort of an affinity for writing because I always loved to read and I loved to write as a kid. So that was sort of natural. And then after studying fashion design, I realized that it was hard to like there is there was at the time no sort of fashion studies in Vienna, and I didn't really want to leave.

So I just took like the sort of next best subjects that people that I admired had studied. And then I just went for it. And it sort of happened naturally. Like I got into it. I did like a few small writing, like freelance writing gigs to write a piece for like a blog or magazine. And then I did internships because I always, yeah, I always knew I wanted to write. And the kind of journalistic form was closest to my heart, maybe. Like I love prose, but I know that for me, it's really easier to engage with a subject and also critically engage with the subject. And I think this is it sort of came together naturally. Yeah.

Speaker A

Okay. I see. I see. And I'm here mostly interested about what you think of art criticism as a discipline. And I'm especially interested in your perspective on this common objection against art criticism as an elitist discipline. And an example of such an elitist account is David Humes, who in his work of the standard of taste elaborated on the existence of a universal standard that can be established by good critics. And Do you think as an art critic that there exists such a standard and is it really the case that some people are better at discerning good art from bad art? Should we prioritize their reviews? What are your thoughts on this?

Speaker B

I mean, so much has changed since then. So the sort of discourse around taste or even like what makes good art or is there such a thing as good art has really changed, especially now that we have sort of moved past modernism and we know that a work of art is never in... Like, even if it's displayed in a white cube, it's not in a white cube vacuum. We cannot just look at an artwork and say, this is good art or this is bad art.

But we have to factor in the social and the social conditions, the production, really about questions of power relations at the end. So I would disagree. I think that at this point in time, we cannot longer talk about like a universal standard of taste. But I think there are other standards. I mean, I would not say that some art is good. Yes, but it's good because it's interesting and it engages with like urgent questions or topical questions in an interesting way.

And then there is art that's maybe not so good. Maybe it's even bad because it doesn't really do that, or it may be very derivative of things that have been done before, like unoriginal.

Oh, they are just... It's just really, you know, sort of tacky, kind of really superficial. And I mean, there is so much art that is really. Has great market value and is selling fantastically. But like content wise to me is not interesting. And I know that this is not always sort of mutually exclusive. There is art that sells fantastically and is also very interesting. And some that is... Great, but isn't as interesting, but I can still see how it might interest me, given like a certain topic. So it's really like... It's not a yes, no, good, bad, but like a scale, you know, where how interesting something might be to me. And I know it's also different for every critic.

Speaker A

Because for Hume, I think it's very important that a critic can decide what is considered as good. Even if it's not an objective value, but an art critic has to possess certain qualities that make a good critic. And this question really interests me. Like how do you pin down which qualities are important? And I was wondering what you think is important? What do you think that if it's missing, that disqualifies a critic from being good?

Speaker B

I have written down a long list because yes, I also think there still are some criteria, or some qualities. That are really helpful in being a good writer or a good critic for that matter.

And I think a sort of general criticality or a sense of skepticism is really important.

Because especially in the world of art, you're confronted with a lot of market speak or,

you know, press communications that kind of want to, you know, sell you the work of art. And they want press coverage. That is positive, of course. But you really have to be skeptical of everything you hear. Of the, you know, if you go to a museum or show, not just the press conference or the press materials you get, but also the curatorial framework, the text, the wall text you might find in the exhibition space. And of everything, not just the work of art, but the whole framework that kind of is built around that. So this is a very big factor. And then just like a sense of curiosity to this kind of goes hand in hand with, I think, it's cheesy as it sounds, like a passion for art. And to really stay curious and be interested in the subject at hand, the work of art, the artists. And this also for me means to try to not have a super big ego, because I think you will notice. If a text is kind of, you know, starting out from the work or the artistic practice. And then you will also see if a text is just kind of written from the ego of the writer.

And this can have, as a consequence, turn into very pretentious texts. And this is something that I really abhor. Yes. And I think there is definitely like a good critic has a sense of wit about them and is able to have a point of view and really argue this point of view in a critical and engaging manner. And then a big factor is, of course, writing skills. But I think those can be learned, like clear, concise writing and also a dedication to writing as a craft, like, you know, like kind of learning and using journalistic tools and especially coming from the humanities.

This is something that is not taught like in art history studies. This is not really being taught. You learn how to write a paper, but you do not learn how to write an engaging journalistic text.

And I think this is what makes good art criticism that is engaging. And so this means for me, like tools or this craft means, you know, researching well. And if you use these like specialized terms. Or concepts that you really explain them to your reader.

Speaker A

I had the chance to be part of your art criticism class last fall. And I was wondering if you took these considerations in mind when you devised a syllabus for us. And what was your approach of to a bunch of students wanting to study art criticism?

Speaker B

Well, I tried to. It was really hard because, as I said, I never had such a course in my during my studies. I did take some workshops outside of university. So I really tried to think of what are the most important things that I could kind of cram into one semester, especially because I chose this format of like blocked like every two weeks, which it was really a learning curve for me. I tried to keep it balanced between a lot of reading and practical exercises and also like practical tips. Yeah. For, you know, the journalistic world outside of the classroom.

And I think there is only so much that you can do in one semester. So I hope I gave a little bit of all these things to you all. But I also like the vibe that I got was that really everybody already brought like many of these qualities with them, like skepticism or curiosity. And like there was such a high level. Of quality in the writing from the beginning, of course, everybody has like their own viewpoints or own backgrounds. But yes, yeah, I tried to think of what sort of course I would have wanted as a student.

Speaker A

I think it's very great that we had the chance to to have such a course, because at university it's usually just mandatory to take an academic writing class where you, of course, learn the basics of how to write. And you have to have a concise point and argue for that. But art criticism is, I think, very different and can just take so many different forms. So yeah, I think that was a very.

Speaker B

That was actually really important to me. And I think this also came out of this class that there is no one like right opinion or one objective truth. It's really super subjective how you view art, how you write about art. And for me, it was so interesting to see that when all of you wrote about art, you were talking about one show, just how different these texts, these approaches, the arguments were just what everybody like really took different things to kind of like different details to zoom into. Yeah, and that's what I maybe hope to make clear in this class is that there is also as a teacher, there is not like I don't have the truth. Like for me, it was clear pretty soon that I view you all as colleagues. Like now we are in this classroom. And I have the role of a teacher. But like afterwards now, I know that all of you will probably go on writing in some way and we are now colleagues and I can value your opinion. And like because there is not this hierarchy that has often like still in the 20th century, you know, like the male genius writer who has the truth, who can dictate what is good taste. And I hope that this has been like not part of the classroom.

Speaker A

No, definitely not. And actually, this brings me to my next question. Because in my thesis, I'm considering a possible sociological objection to Hume and the standard of taste that he's thinking is out there. And I want to point to a possible objection to Bourdieu where he, because he highlights the social aspect of taste and he challenges this conception of the standard of taste,

arguing that aesthetic judgments are heavily influenced by social factors such as the habitus and the cultural capital. You pointed to these aspects before.

And by the habitus, he means like a set of ingrained habits and dispositions, tastes that shaped by an individual social environment. At the same time, cultural capital encompasses this cultural knowledge and skills. And I worry that lots of art criticism is elitist and that it not only depends on having good fortune and being able to access art. But it only speaks to a few people.

So I'm interested in what your take is on that and whether you think art criticism can bridge these gaps that exist in society.

Speaker B

Yes, I think it's true that art is per se elitist. We are trying, many of us are trying to change it.

But there still remains a lot of, a lot of like boundaries that make it hard to also,

you know, for kids from lower classes to even still go to university, but then break into the art world. And I myself have like a not that academic background.

So for me, like becoming older and like gaining more experience in the art world, but also

in the academic world has definitely brought with it like a realization of, you know, the different privileges we all have. What I had and what other people had. Yeah.

And how this, of course, informs also the way we write. And I think that because you had the question of.

Speaker A

Yeah, I can maybe go back to that point because so it's the combination of habitus and cultural capital for Bourdieu. And the habitus is more these habits that we acquire through socialization.

And the cultural capital is what these habits bring us to. So how much access we have to education, the cultural sphere. And how well we deal in these fields in real life and how the habitus and cultural capital together kind of determine which social class we feel comfortable in.

And he is worrying that there is this huge gap between these social classes and the higher

classes will be the ones who kind of dominate the cultural sphere in this sense. And. Yeah.

And that also means that they kind of impose their norms and values on the lower classes, making sort of a falsely objective standard that everyone else should follow in society.

And this is kind of my worry that critics usually tend to come from those backgrounds that are privileged. They have more access to education. They have higher access to visiting shows and museums. And. Yeah. My worry is that criticism, art criticism is just kind of perpetuates these already existing social hierarchies. And I was wondering what's your take on that? Is there a way out of this?

Speaker B

Yeah, I think habitus is so important, such an important factor to, yeah, as you said,

the kind of level of comfort you have to be active in a scene or to establish yourself as a professional. Mm-hmm.

And I think it's important that when you do not have such a privileged background or where a certain kind of interaction with people in culture is normal, that you have a harder time breaking into this field and establishing yourself as a critic, even, you know, just going into a gallery and, you know, trying not to feel completely out of place. But knowing that you too, you know, it's not just that you are allowed, but that it's important, that you are allowed to be a critic. That you are in the space. And I think that, I mean, this is also a question of representation that has been gaining much more awareness in the past years or decades, which means that also, you know, magazines, newspapers are fully aware of this and are commissioning writers from all different kind of, you know, backgrounds, classes, whatever. To write about art just because of this, you know, because I think having a certain status or habitus often makes you blind to the very privilege that, you know, brings this about. So it's, I think like maybe my most critical friends and colleagues are those who are not coming from huge privilege. And are really very finely attuned to these, I mean, these are codes and that are being transmitted, you know, via like clothing, but also like gestures or just this habitus, you know, what it all is made up of. So I think more and more it's becoming like art criticism is becoming less elitist. I would hope so. But it also, I think it really is a question of medium. Because there are certain very bourgeois newspapers who will, of course, perpetuate this because it's also a sort of security for them. Like you want to please your audience. You have to sell newspapers.

Speaker A

You have a stable audience and you want to serve for them.

Speaker B

And I think the question of economy, of money is so entangled into all of this. Like we always have to view this under the lens of how much money is available. And also to make texts less elitist, to make texts more accessible. One aspect that I did want to mention was that I think there is so much talk about, you know, accessibility and audiences that we do not reach and also that exhibitions may not reach. But a certain interest in art has to be a given. Like I have to know that I will never reach everybody because not everybody might be interested in art. And or even to read a text of mine. Because some people just, you know, prefer to, I don't know, read about football in the newspaper. And that's fine. Like there is already a sort of public for art criticism that has to actually care about it. Of course, when I write for a broad newspaper, there is a different kind of language than writing an essay for a really niche journal that is, you know, more about targeting a public of experts. You know, like the target audiences are different and so the, I think, like the level of elitism you might say is also different depending on the publication you write for. At least that's true for my practice.

Speaker A

Okay. Yeah. I was actually interested in how do you strive for this sense of inclusivity in your practice? Because I think that even if you choose your medium well, as you said, and you try to work for those mediums. That think of inclusivity as an important value, you're still, in my understanding, you're still constrained by the specified language of art criticism. And I'm wondering how much these conventions can you overcome as a critic.

Speaker B

Well, I do try, I think, hard to write as accessible as possible, like I think good criticism of writing in general is that. I think that it's one that manages to like educate or entertain both experts and like lay people in quotation marks. Like I always think of, you know, members of my family who don't go to museums much, who would hopefully enjoy reading my texts as well as my colleagues from art history, who now work in museums, who hopefully enjoy or, you know, gain something of interest from my texts. So I like to, like, I hope to strike that balance. Yes. And I think, I mean, something that I said in the course over and over is that good writing has to be clear and concise and you can use certain terms of the field, but then you might also like briefly explain them. And I also definitely aim for a language that is, you know, in the end, fun and a pleasure. I want to read like this is also what makes writing fun for me, not a really dry academic writing, but I want to have fun with it. You know, I like to play with words and I want to put that in there somehow so people gain the same sense of pleasure, hopefully, that I had writing the text from reading the text.

Speaker A

Okay. That's a really interesting point because to me it's an important question whether this is all there is to art criticism. I mean, there is this elitism, social power and cultural hierarchies and I'm wondering if it's even possible to think of a more democratized conception of criticism.

And in my thesis, I'm engaging with an author, Alexander Nehamas, who brings a novel approach to criticism and I want to ask you some questions regarding his philosophy.

So for Nehamas to pay attention to a specific artist or work of art is to give it significance, to choose to engage with it. In his work, he says that, even if the verdict is negative, the work gets significance through

the choice of interpreting it. He says on page 42 of his book, Only A Promise of Happiness, that evaluation enters the moment criticism begins, inextricably tangled with interpretation and evident in the choice of one work or another. So it makes me wonder how do you choose what to write on, if you can choose, of course, and what makes you look at the work of art and see it as standing out from the rest and choose to interpret and evaluate it?

Speaker B

It's a great question because oftentimes I don't get to choose but I get a commission for a text.

When I am able to choose or when I pitch something I usually choose what I think I have the most interesting thing to say about. So there are like many different things that play a role in this like process of choosing. This is my like own personal like circumstances of life to be true

because sometimes some artworks just speak to me because of the situation you are in personally, other times others much more so. Of course there is also like this awareness of what's going on in the city and like which kind of exhibitions are on, what might be worth covering. Not necessarily because of the art is good or bad itself but because an exhibition is really terrible and this is why I want to write about it because it is so terrible that you know something needs to be said. Or also like then again I think that this is like the most interesting thing to say. Yeah and sometimes it just you know it just what interests me personally the most. What I think might be fun to write about
Speaker A

And after you make a decision to write on a show or work of art or an artist and you reach a certain evaluation, do you think you're writing aims to arrive at this evaluation or do you imagine this review to have a life on its own after you finished it? For Nehama's critics through their reviews invite their readers to interact with art. So in this sense the review has a life on its own and so is the artwork or the artist or the show in question. And I found this idea very beautiful. Beautiful because it means that criticism doesn't end with an evaluation and it's a much more open discipline.

Speaker B

Yes I mean I agree sort of just like you know the death of the author goes both for the artwork

but also for art criticism. That I would hope that somebody reads it and you know gain something of interest from it might even discuss it. But like I know nothing about that really as an art critic. It's so rare that I get feedback in some kind. Like in one instance I've had a lot of feedback and that was amazing because it's really rare. Like often I just I don't know you know you post it on Instagram and you get a few likes or you send it to your friends and they say great. But I know that even you know not everybody reads it and those who read it I often I have no idea what they gain from it or you know. So it's really nice to think that I hope that it will be something that I will be able to do. I hope my texts have a sort of life on their own. I aim to give a sort of I mean verdict like more in the sense of an argument what I think a show does or does not do. But I don't see them as the ultimate truth. I see them as something to consider. And this is also why I love reading other reviews and art criticism in general because I don't know like I want to be intellectually stimulated and tickled and I would hope that my text can you know be such a little tickle to somebody else maybe. I want to go see a show and like form an opinion and then I love to read other reviews and think oh yeah oh I didn't notice this or oh that's like a great perspective and oh or just oh no I disagree. You know like this sort of like a debate in a very sort of distance written way. I see art criticism or my review as engaging in a broader debate maybe

Speaker A

you know public discourse in the end. And this kind of brings me to one of my last questions

because I'm very interested in what your relationship is to your readers. So as you said you kind of you want to engage in this bigger debate with this community of other people who are interested in the same work of art let's say. But Nehamas suggests that we should imagine critics not as like this higher authority like Hume imagined but rather as friends who kind of introduce us to things that they like and they just hope that we might like them too. So as a friend introduces us to another friend because they think that we might get along critics do the same just with artworks. And I was wondering what your relationship to your readers you mentioned that you rarely get feedback from them.

Speaker B

Yeah that's such a wonderful question because I had never really thought about this because as I said I don't know my readers but sometimes I do when I was like interning at the Austrian daily newspaper der standard you get feedback in the form of a forum like online comments and they can be super harsh so you might fear them or but you have to get it like a thick skin. So do I think of myself as a friend to them sometimes perhaps or as an educator. I think of myself as a friend to them sometimes perhaps or as an educator. I think there's like not one or the other it's sort of a again it's a scale or might also differ to the person it's really hard for me to say I definitely don't want to be this sort of imposing genius art critic you know who tells them what's right or wrong but I also don't think I write these kind of texts or if I do I hope that my argument is really well written that agree but I do when I think about the critics that I like to read I definitely I think the the kind of comparison you had with a friend who introduces you to a mutual friend is is quite nice because I know you know when you read somebody for a longer time you know what their writing means to you and how you know you sort of can trust their perspective as you would trust a friend to bring somebody else along. That you know I know what to expect or how to trust their perspective. I think the critic can also be a bit of an entertainer. Just yesterday I was listening to the radio a show about literature criticism and I think many things that are true for literature criticism are true for art criticism as well and one of the guests said that what's really most important is as a journalist or as a critic to have a you know to have wit to have humor to actually entertain somebody because you do not just want to educate your readers if you just educate if you're just didactic it becomes boring really fast you know you want to entertain and you as I said like I would like my text to be like pleasurable um so yes something in between a funny friend and a interesting educator maybe.

Speaker A

Yeah as the last question I was just wondering overall what do you see are the shortcomings in the field of art criticism and what kind of criticism do you believe is valuable and worth pursuing and how should the discipline of art criticism change in the future?

Speaker B

Again a great question um what I really think is one of the deficiencies is a lack of transparency often and sort of lack of the journalistic ethos or standards which also maybe a lack of integrity but all of those three are related to a lack of funding you know I think this is really like the biggest problem not just in art criticism but in journalism in general is of course there's never enough money but especially I know like just for example when I'm writing for smaller magazines you know the fees are really low so you don't. And if you want to make a living, you have to spend also just little time on it, which means that some things kind of fall by the wayside, like making the text really well written and accessible is maybe not the highest priority if you tell yourself, oh, I just have an hour to write it. And then the copy editor, who is maybe not really well paid, has the same issue. You know, I think it really comes down to money, how well the writing is or the support structure for an author is. Because for those publications who can pay well, in my experience, they also have a great team of copy editors, of proofreading, of fact checking. And this just makes for better art criticism or art writing in general. Yes, what I really disprove of is this sort of lack of transparency that comes with the friendships within an industry, people writing for each other, people, you know, paying each other in artworks and I don't know, this sort of, yes, what I think of as a lack of journalistic ethos, basically. And I think this harms the industry. Like every small instance when you kind of engage in this behavior, you kind of harm the industry.Or like art criticism in a broader sense, because we are all part of it. And I always, I encourage my students, but also my colleagues to, you know, kind of advocate for better fees, better working conditions, because these all make for better writing.

Speaker A

Thank you so much for coming.

Speaker B

Thank you for having me.

Speaker A

And answering these questions. It was really interesting.

-music – piano playing by Lili Kátai -
