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The First John Moores Critics Awards, 2012

Henry Meyric Hughes

Background

This publication introduces audiences at opposite ends of the world to
the prestigious new John Moores Critics Awards, established in 2012,
These Awards are a joint initiative of the Fine Arts Academy, Shanghai
University and the School of Art and Design, Liverpool John Moores
University, in association with the UK Section of the International
Association of Art Critics (AICA). They recognise critical writing about
contemporary art, in English or Chinese, and are intended to improve
the qualtty of debate in the visual arts ecology in each city.

There are plenty of prizes and awards already — not least in the field of
the visual arts , so it is tempting to ask whether there is any need for a
new critics' prize now. An obvious reason, to start with, is that there
are not many around. Critics, like artists, need organisations, structures,
institutions and economic support, if they are to be of service to the
artists themselves and to a wider audience. Critics and writers who
are not primarily engaged in more general, but no less necessary
promotional or informational activities, tend to work at a distance from
the market and are dependent on additional, or external sources of
income and ideas. Artists need critics too, just as critics need artists, and
both thrive in a dimate of open debate, though the rewards of success
are disproportionately different. The age of the all-powerful critic is
past — it probably peaked at the height of Cold War medernism in the
19505 — and the newly professionalised curator is at risk of relegation,
too - not to mention those traditional arbiters of taste, the art historian
and the museum director: Or rather, it may well be that the critical
function has been taken apart and redistributed across all the activities
of creating new work, evaluating, storing, archiving and collecting it, as
well as describing, explaining and promoting it to a wider public. (This,
at least, was the view of the French critic, Pierre Restany, whose final
belief it was that art criticsm had become a residual activity, ‘that could
somehow be worked out across the whole field of creative endeavour’)
The key players today — in China, as in Britain — are the corporate
galleries, the auction houses and the wealthy collectors, and they accept
Iittle responsibility for the crucial roles of educating and testing informed
judgment. As the German magazine editor; lsabelle Graw, has pointed
out, There is no value per se; value is, as Marx relentlessly demonstrates,
relational and this has to be renegotiated permanently, That is why it is so
highly susceptible to those atmospheric and conjunctional changes that
can be changed by the aritic A new prize for eritics may be expected,
not merely to crown success, but to stimulate creativity and dialogue
through challenging the values created by the market and fashion.
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The Role of Independent Criticism

As all this suggests, the role of art criticism is as important as it ever has
been, but far more diffuse, and critical values are far more difficult to
locate, amidst the plethora of art writing that threatens to cloud our
judgment and blunt our senses. For this very reason, the 4.500-strong
International Association of Art Critics (AICA) is the nearest thing
that the artics, journalists university teachers, museum officals, art
historians, artists and curators who write about contemporary art
can come to sharing a platform of their own, where the criteria for
membership are determined by professional engagement, rather than
financial advantage. The Association, which has its headquarters in Paris,
was founded under the auspices of UNESCO in the late 1940s and
stil maintains its headquarters in Paris, though it is formally represented
in some 65 countries or regional entities, though not yet mainland
China. Hence, AICAS interest — and that of AICA UK, in particular - in
supporting an event of this nature, which prioritises cultural exchange
and a measure of collegial solidartty:

The Awards and Criteria for Selection

Distinctive features of the new John Moores Critics Awards are their
openness to all forms of writing, their independence from external
pressures, whether social or commercial, the anonymity of the judging
process and, of course, the emphasis on quality and accessibility. At an
early stage of preparing the publicity for the competition the judges
tried to set out what they were looking for and decided that the crucial
thing was ‘evidence that the writer had looked at individual paintings,
and thought about them with critical intelligence’ - added to which,
some consideration of the context and intellectual framework might
also be relevant. In other words, what they were after was an individual
response, supported by whatever knowledge or critical apparatus
could be brought to bear on a work, or constellation of works, within
the compact span of a couple of sides of text . The balance between
information, reportage and opinion was left to the reviewer, but the
quality of the writing — whether passionately committed or cogently
arpued, florid or concise, elegant or quirky -, was to engage the reader’s
attention and stimulate imaginative or critical thinking,

The rewards, for a aritic, are not comparable to those on offer to artists
or creative writers, and such as there are tend to be assocated with a
spedific age group, art magazine or course of instruction. On this first
occasion, the two main award winners — one for the Shanghai event
and the other for the Liverpool event - received a £2,000 cash prize,
combined with the fare-paid opportunity to visit each others' countries
for three weeks, as guests of the receiving universities. One highly
commended entrant from each country also received a £1,000 award,
along with the offer of help with their stay in each other’s country, if they
should decide to treat the Award as a form of travel grant In this way.
one or two critics from China and one or two from Britain will have
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the opportunity of travelling to another continert and extending their
range of professional contacts and experience. Their Award-winning
essays are reproduced in their entirety in this volume, published by the
two sponsoring universities, along with excerpts from the entries of a
nurnber of other entrants.

The Selection Process

The new Awards were widely publicised in art schools, universities
and specialist magazines in China and Britain at the time of the Painting
Competition in each country. As a result, the 64 entrants in China were
representative of many of the main dities and regions in that populous
country. The eventual winner, Xu jie, came from Shanghai, but the ‘highly
commended runner-up, W Shengzhi, is from the Province of Liaoning,
In any case, the names, ages and places of origin of the competitors
were unknown to the judges until the selection process was completed.
The same applied to the rather lower number of entrants for the UK
Awards, so it was all the more gratifying that in this case the winner; Linda
Pittwood, should have turned out to be a graduate of the Liverpool
John Moores University, had subsequently worked on exhibitions
in the Liverpool Museums and now writes an arts blog for the local
newspaper; the Liverpool Daily Post; and the fact that the runner-up,
Grace Harrison, who is an artist and sodial researcher, as well as a writer,
should have already acquired considerable experience, writing for
educational reviews and self-organised publications of various kinds in
the region, as well as in London and Leeds.

The selection process itself was conducted in two stages — first,
separately, by the two panels of three judges in China and England; then
at a final meeting of the combined panel of six judges, with a non-voting
Chair, on 15 November 2012 At the first stage, the judges at each
end were asked to reduce their respective entries to a shortiist of ten,
in order of preference, and the texts of the |0 shortlisted Chinese
contenders were then translated into English, so that the entire jury
could examine and assess all twenty entries for the two Awards and
two Highly Commended entrants. The results were announced to the
press the following day within the actual space of the Liverpool john
Moores Competition at the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool, at which
point the identities of the winning competitors were also revealed.

The Jury's Deliberations

It would be tedious to enumerate all the points that were covered in
the course of the jury’s day-long deliberations in Liverpool, when they
were joined at intervals by members of the Organising Committee.
However, some of the most important of these were concerned with
intangible questions of the voice, tone and texture of the writers' texts
with the possible distinctions between the language of criticism, critique
and criticality; with the use of the medi, including the new forms of
blogs and interactive social media; with context (history and art history;
politics and society: and the politics of display); and with the economic

07
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basis for art and dispassionate criticism.
It is difficutt to make comparative judgments about the Chinese and

British entries to the competition or to draw general condusions,
though the reader will be tempted to do so. The following observations
may serve as contributions to the debate:

The first thing to be said is that the two great sea ports of Liverpool and
Shanghai are centres of learning that share a history of global trade, going
back many hundreds of years, though their economic and demographic
status could not be more different. Then there is a contrast between
the comparatively new history of "‘Western-style' painting in China and
the five hundred years' tradition in the West, though Chinese
artists are inevitably aware of belonging to one of the oldest and most
sophisticated avilisations in the history of the world. Western painting
in the lifetime of the John Moores competition (founded in 1957) has
survived and thrived by taking on many of the charactenstics — both
technical and conceptual — of the newer, lens-based techniques with
which it has learned to compete, whereas in China artists still take
great pride in their technical skill with the brush, paint and canvas, whilst
critical debate is more easily attracted to questions of style, meaning
and content. "'Western-style’ painting in China is comparatively recent
and has still only partially displaced the centuries —old brush-and ink
techniques of the literati. It was introduced to the country for ideological
reasons, as an instrument (or by-product)of modernity, but it draws on
the imaginative resources of a much older tradition.

The question of language was always likely to present complications,
given that the British judges had to read all the Chinese entries in
translation, whilst none of the Chinese judges had any difficulty with
reading the English entries in the original language. Surprisingly, however,
this was less of a problem than the difficulty of comparing the quality
of the Chinese texts that had been rendered into stylistically consistent
English by a professional translator working for the BBC with those of
four Chinese entrants who — remarkably — felt confident enough to
make their own translations. At a deeper level, a certain asymmetry of
understanding was both inevitable and desirable, since it acted as a spur
to exploring the dynamic relationship between word and image, and
between word, idea and pictorial artefact. As the French philosopher,
Michel Foucault, put it: '‘Doesn't the entire field of texts, taken in its full
volume, correspond to the point of the idea existing in parallel with
their meanings”

The revelation that the short, newspaper length review of 750-1000
words was unfamiliar to our Chinese colleagues came as something of a
surprise to the British members of the jury. Evidently, the normal length
for a review in China is dloser to two or three thousand words — the
length of a short essay and anything less would be likely to be drawn
largely from the press release that had been droulated in advance.
However, it can often be more difficult to write sucanctly than at length,
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and the two or three British entrants who exceeded the word court of
one thousand words by fifty, or so, percent gave evidence of this. One
of our Chinese colleagues quoted an ancient saying ‘Open the door
and see the mountain!', which amounted to suggesting that the opening
paragraph of many an entry could easily have been jettisoned! Even
some of the most original entries from the wide field of competitors
would have benefited from a firm editorial hand — and nowadays the
writer has only him- or herself to blame, if this is found wanting.

Many of the Chinese critics deployed a wide range of historical and
cultural references — wider that their British counterparts —, even if
they were sometimes erratic or wide of the mark. They wrote not
only with optimism about the future of their country, at a tuming
point in its history, but about the challenges of globalisation and the
disillusionment created by the collapse of ideals. There seems to be a
widespread perception that Western-style consumerism — the tyranny
of indvidual choice — is a threat to the older ideals of patriotic pride and
social cohesion, Not a few commentators detected in this selection of
paintings a sense of futility and hopelessness, associated with ‘spiritual
barrenness’, ‘strange obsessions' , and even — in the perceptions of the
Chinese Award-winner, Xu jie -a morbid aesthetic. For one author,
however, ‘the ruins left after the shattering of the utopian illusion’ could
also be interpreted as a symbol of hope and rebirth, and could be
redeemed by the creative act. for which the artist must take a share
of responsibility.

it was dear to many that the new Awards have great significance, for
their potential to introduce a greater diversity into writing about art and
to underscore the value of immaterial values. In China, it is perceved as
having the greatest relevance to the artists and writers who were born
in the 1980s, grew up in the wake of the Cuftural Revolution and are
struggling to forge a new sense of identity, for themselves and for the
society to which they belong.

The ten British finalists in this first edition of the Awards were drawn
froma narrower range of competitors, reflecting a strong regional com-
mitment to the john Moores ‘brand’ and, perhaps, a mistaken belief that
the Awards were intended, merely to bolster the status of a well-loved
institution. Several of the writers detected a crisis in VWestern values,
whilst those who questioned the role of the artist in (Western) sodiety
took their lead from the painter, George Shaw (a jury member for the
Painting Competition), who asserted that the very absence of poltical
art in this submission itself amounted to a political statement. Picking up
on this theme, another of the competitors asked what role art schools,
universities, museums and galleries could also play, in training art-
ists to become ‘useful members of society. However, the majority
of commentators, including the winner, Linda Pittwood, were less
concerned with a broader socal and political agenda than with de-
scribing (or analysing) the works on display, both in isolation and in
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conjunction with each other and with the historic collections of the
Walker Art Gallery, in which they were exhibited. Most of the reac-
tions were personal and immediate — most movingly described in the
experience of the runner-up, Grace Harrison (a writer), who described
how she had made a habit of visiting exhibitions in the company of her
partially sighted mother and engaged with her in an exercise of the
imagination, trying to determine what the paintings ‘really’ looked like,
through a process of description and dialogue, aided by the audio com-
mentary for gallery visitors.

Conclusion

The success of this first round of John Moores Critics Awards has far
exceeded any of our initial expectations and provided us all with a
solid foundation on which to build for the future. At the heart of the
programme is the developing pattern of exchanges between universi-
ties, museums and exhibiting bodies in the two cities and the indvidual
contacts between artists, writers, curators and academics that has been
built up over the past twelve to eighteen months. The production of
this volume of essays and commentaries marks the next stage in the
process and wil be followed this spring with a seminar involving the
Award winners and a panel discussion of biennials and globalisation at
the Rockbund Museum, in Shanghai. Beyond that, there are plans to
establish a joint Chinese-British website for the Awards and a peer-
assessed intemet journal that will enable the universities in the two cities
to continue to play a full and active role. In these and other ways, we
hope, therefore, to be able to develop a suitable frame of critical refer-
ence for the Awards within a balanced and sustainable two-year cyce
of activities,



