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In this day and age, we find ourselves in an increasingly structured society following a rigid set of rules, whether written or not, that govern our day to day lives subconsciously and to breach these rules, normally, would invite consequence. It is due to this fact that I have a growing interest in contemporary artists. Contemporary art has always been the centre of much controversy and debate over the years due to its avant-garde nature and, of course, the way in which it highlights changes in society and society’s attitudes throughout the years. Contemporary art is one of a developing nature as in a world where we fear that we are running out of original ideas, contemporary artists use controversy and unexpected practises to develop new work as enforced in the Society of the Spectacle by Guy Debord declaring how “the passions have been sufficiently interpreted; the point now is to discover new ones” (Debord, 2006:43). This essay will evaluate this controversial art form with the use of key artists, philosophers and other sources which will relate back into my own interests and work. 

Contemporary art was thought to have begun as recently as the 1980’s due to the artist Jeff Koons, however, with contemporary artists such as Vito Acconci creating contemporary pieces in the 1960’s and literature written on the subject in 1877 it is clear that contemporary art has been a part of art history even earlier than the 20th century. Contemporary art has never been a form that has really taken off in the same way as other mediums have. Due to its controversial nature it tends to be more criticised than celebrated, in most cases, as it challenges social norms and breaks the rules taking risks in an otherwise structured society built upon rules and strict ideologies as shown by Guy Debord stating, “the spectacle is not a collection of images but a social relation among people mediated by images” (Debord & Knabb,1900:7). What Debord is highlighting in this quote is that society shapes how we view the world around us in line with societal standards meaning that contemporary art challenges these views highlighting the “social relation among people” and bringing them to light in a more public setting; a controversial act in the eyes of society’s standards. As a result, contemporary art has taken many forms over the decades such as postminimalism, feminist art and street art. These art forms are clear examples of art that has pushed social boundaries and would be, and have been, criticised in the era that it was prevalent. The one issue I have with contemporary art is finding the line between creating a piece of work and attempting to justify lewd and offensive behaviour, this is probably why contemporary artists find themselves in such hot water as they are unable to justify their rude act as art, especially in the eyes of the ordinary person. Whilst offensive work makes people think and causes reactions, there are times where there is just not a place for it, though that depends on the individual’s definition of art. 

Vito Acconci is one of the first artists that I will evaluate. Acconci is best known as a contemporary performance artist/being a founder of performance art with his work going on to inspire the likes of Sophie Calle and Marina Abramovic. Whilst Acconci is not a ‘household’ name, he has work that, I personally, find particularly outlandish with some of his performances being on the borderline of public indecency. One piece that he did, in 1972, was him simply sat in New York’s Sonnabend Gallery masturbating eight hours a day for three weeks whilst broadcasting his fantasies for all to hear through a loudspeaker. To the ordinary bystander this seems just like an act of gross indecency through his perverted desires, however, Acconci justifies his performance an expression of minimal art by saying “I was thinking I was doing a version of minimal art, except for the fact I was using my body” (Vitoacconci.org, n.d.) showing his radical way of thinking within his early pieces of work. The performance was named Seedbed and was a part of a three-piece performance installation. Acconci saw the three pieces as a whole, divided. Seedbed took place under the floor of the gallery giving him some, physical, privacy though not mental privacy due to the way his thoughts where being streamed for anyone passing through to hear. Acconci did this to become “part of the architecture of the room,” (Vitoacconci.org, n.d.) this lead to a detached sense of intimacy with his audience as even though they were privy to such a private, and intimate, moment the artist described the fact he could not be seen as “no strings attached,” (Vitoacconci.org, n.d.) almost like a one night stand or two people passing in the night.  I find the message behind the work is radical and controversial taking such a private act and forcing it into the public eye as a form of expression, it’s a feat few would be brave enough to do making it understandably so that contemporary artists are risk takers and break social boundaries in order to create pieces that redefine the standards of society and cause the viewers to have an automatic response that they cannot help but to be moved, even in outrage.  I am drawn to Acconci’s work due to his extreme pieces of work, showing that he is not afraid to expose himself and push the boundaries of morality and civilisation. This outlandish style is something that I wish to put into my own work; as to feel so passionately about a piece of work and to express it so freely, to me, is such a pure form of art. 

One of the artists whose work was inspired by Acconci’s work was Sophie Calle. Sophie Calle is best known for her piece, Suite Vénitienne, which began in 1980 with her simply following strangers through the streets of Paris; inspired by Acconci’s Following Piece he made in 1968. Calle began by following a series of strangers, her work then progressed when she was introduced to one of the men that she was following at a party where she overheard that he would be travelling to Venice the next day for a few weeks.  It was in this moment, Calle’s work differed from Acconci’s work in the sense that she changed the boundaries from public to that of his private life too, by deciding to follow him to Venice. When she got to Venice, she had no idea where he was and had to find him, she would call numerous hotels trying to track him down taking notes of not only his movements, but hers as well, a nod to Acconci’s style. Upon finding his location, Calle would follow him anonymously around the city of Venice using various disguises and props, that followed ‘detective novel’ stereotypes, in order to not be seen. She would purposefully lose him for days at a time, to then find him again using her new contacts around Venice to add more excitement to her work and her notes. Eventually, he did recognise her, however, he did not truly realise what she was doing. Some see this work as not only invasive, taking stalking to a new level, but also as plagiarism of Acconci’s work. However, plagiarism can be seen as yet another form of contemporary art as backed up by philosopher Debord; “Ideas improve. The meaning of words plays a role in that improvement. Plagiarism is necessary. Progress depends on it. It sticks close to an author’s phrasing, exploits his expressions, deletes a false idea, replaces it with the right one.” (Debord & Knabb, 1900:113). What Debord says here perfectly applies to Calle’s body of work as she took an idea and took out the elements that disagreed or gave a “false idea” within the work and changed it to suit this new purpose within a new age to make “progress […] replaces it with the right one”. I find this work inspiring as not only does Calle push the boundaries of what we can call art, she also leads the fate of her work up to the whim of a stranger relying on his movements to shape the outcome of her piece. She is giving up control and merely documenting life in another’s footsteps in the truest form with the subject unaware that he was being documented which means he is not playing up to a camera or an expectation. In this day of technology, we find we have so much control over every aspect of our life, to an extent, where if we envision something, we are able to make it happen with software such as Photoshop, Auto-tune and green screens. We can manipulate nearly everything, down to the tiniest of details without sacrificing control. Though in this particular series, along with so many other contemporary artists work, control is sacrificed in such a way that it turns against what is expected of artists in the ordinary sense – a factor that with developing technology would scare people. It is this fear and blatant disregard of social norms that interests me as something to develop upon to expand my own horizon of work to push limits and break boundaries that would create a more impulsive response in those who view it due to its avant-garde nature.

Overall, it is clear why contemporary art is controversially commented upon as it is constantly pushing the limits of what people deem right and wrong within social norms of the respective era. This is evidenced in Acconci’s work through his installation, Seedbed, as he pushed the boundaries of public indecency and expression to an almost illegal limit. This was justified by Acconci at the time with him wanting to use his body to create “a version of minimal art”, however, its acceptability remains subjective as, even in this modern era with more open attitudes and opinions than those of Acconci’s era, this work would still be seen as controversial and indecent. We were also able to see in Calle’s work, another form of expression that pushes the boundaries of the law through her piece Suite Vénitienne; where she followed a man to another country and documented his life, without him knowing. This piece debatably goes further towards pushing the boundaries than Acconci’s ‘Seedbed’ as Calle infringed upon the man’s private life and stalked him for an extended period of time which is something that could have an adverse effect on him if he were to find out during the course of the piece. The way in which these artists have pushed the boundaries of social norms, morality and lawfulness is something that inspires me as it is a true nature of art by taking away the illusion of control or by causing a disturbance that would inspire a reaction within the viewer over something that they would not usually get to experience in a day-to-day life. Whilst these are extreme examples of art, they are truly inspirational and help to shape the standards of society which is something that I believe to be the very soul of contemporary art and, therefore, I take a particular interest in and would seek to apply in my own work in order to stand out; as well as to possibly change the way people think about right and wrong. To me, this form of art shows true passion and raw feelings – feelings that the ordinary person will try to ignore, causing a raw and emotive reaction upon viewing the piece which is what shapes the standards of acceptability within society.
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