
POSTGRADUATE ELECTIVE COURSE

ART: THEORY AND PRACTICE SINCE 1960

SESSION 7: ART: COMMODITIES: SIGNS: DESIRE.

I am trying to capture the individual's desire in the object, and to fix his or her 

aspirations in the surface, in a condition of immortality.   

[Jeff Koons in The Jeff Koons Handbook, Thames & Hudson, 1992, p.34]

This week's session runs like so:

(i) an introduction to Marx's analysis of objects in terms of "use-value" and 

"exchange-value".

(ii) as an extention of the discussion of the symbolic value of objects, we have a 

digression on the gift as "a simulacrum, a thing which is not a thing" (Dilnot).

(iii) a discussion of Greenberg's "Avant Garde and Kitsch" (1939) which argued the 

Modernist case for the rigid separation between "high" culture and mass culture.

(iv) the suggestion that the Modernist disavowal of the artwork as an 

object/commodity was a form of psychological repression, and that...



(v) the use of the techniques and materials of mass production in the works of artists 

such as Morris, Andre, Flavin, Warhol, Stella, etc. represented a return of the 

repressed.

(vi) a discussion of Alan McCollum's Plaster Surrogates  in terms of serial 

production, in which "difference itself becomes an object of consumption" (Craig 

Owens).

(vii) a discussion of Baudrillard's theory of "sign-value".

(viii) Baudrillard and Jameson on the changed status of the commodity since c.1945.

(ix) Baudrillard on the sign-system of commodities, and how it works like language 

in determining our identities.

(x) a discussion of desire as a manifestation of our drive to overcome "lack", and how 

desire is directed towards objects and commodities.

(xi) a discussion (referring to Laura Mulvey's interpretation of Freud and, particularly, 

Lacan's notion of the Mirror Stage) of sight as a sexually pleasurable activity 

(scopophilia), and how this might be related to "desire and the commodity form".

(xii) a discussion of Haim Steinbach's work in relation to many of the above. 

(xiii) Haim Steinbach's and Jon Kessler's work in terms of the commodity's relation to 

cultural tourism and the Disneyland syndrome.

(xiv) an analysis of Jeff Koons's use of commodities in his early work (c.1979-

c.1987) in terms of sexuality and desire.

I'm for the...artist to regain responsibility for manipulation and 

seduction.             [Jeff Koons, ibid, p.33]
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...commodity production, and in particular our clothing, furniture, 

buildings, and other artefacts are now intimately tied in with styling 

changes which derive from artistic experimentation... [Frederic 

Jameson, "Postmodernism and Consumer Culture"]


