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Notes on the Underground

O Author/Carlo McCormick

Semantics (Aside)

Given the cumulative evidence here of so many visionary, iconoclastic,
subversive and pictorially perverse artists mining a similar topography of
popular cultural detritus. Why is it that. After so many years, we still lack
a definitive rubric for this genre? In the evolution of this book, perhaps
an even trickier conundrum than the choice of artists has been its title.
For the many artists who no doubt had great trouble with the mantle of
Lowbrow, by which so much of this art has been categorized, | would
gently remind them of the substantive difference in meaning between
the adjective and the noun that these inverse qualifiers of highbrow
connote. That is, lowbrow is inherently an oppositional confrontation
with the dominant discourse of fine art — it is everything that highbrow
is not. Now, when you think of highbrow as an adjective, signifying the

highly cultured and intellectual, you can understand why some might
respond to the lowbrow nomenclature with, “What - you callin’
me dumb?” If, however, we can accept it as a noun, whereby we are
talking rather of one who affects this pretense of learning and cultural
sophistication, we have in fact something much closer to the veritable
enemy of our shared aesthetic margins.

But so be it, we’ Il forego the Lowbrow label. After all, when what you
are doing is not acknowledged by the status quo, it is indeed hard to
exercise much irony in terms of self — definition. There are, however,
myriad forms by which the dispossessed, alienated and ghettoized have
adopted and reconfigured the signs and strategies of the prevailing
culture to their own ends. From Jewish humor to African — American

SICILLgy oopVENGES
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argot, it’ s often simply a practice of ironic
appropriation and inversion. Come on, if punks
could figure it out with the swastika, and twenty
years later lesbian style can bring the wife -
beater shirt back in fashion., it shouldn’ t be that
hard for the art world to figure out. Perhaps if
we were really smart we’ d call the whole thing
Stoopid Art. It certainly didn’ t hurt anyone’ s
career to be in Marcia Tucker” s 1978 landmark
New Museum exhibition “Bad Painting.” The
problem unfortunately goes deeper than any
verbal attitude, style or cleverness of coinage
can address — it is endemic to a greater linguistic
malaise where we actually seem to have run out of
new ways to denote novelty.

Our terminology here, pr rather its apparent
absence, goes to the heart of our incessant
cultural co-option. We have pillaged subcultures
and plundered the avant - garde for so long, at
issue is neither their continued existence nor
relevance (for they are by nature self-perpetuating
and metamorphic in relation to the mainstream)
, but the dear and fragile fact that we have come
to a dead - end in the nomenclature of dissent.
Edgy, trendy, hip, street, cool or hot, the lexicon
is bankrupt. With due deference to the quality
of this particular book, | cannot abide by the
conjunction of those most overly (a b) used
words Pop Surrealism. It’ s just so pop it s,
like, surreal. Yet nothing could be more empty
today than “underground” , a space and place
long ago colonized and commodified beyond
recognition, or more malevolently corrupt than
the facile convergence of self — taught, insane,
criminal, spiritual and folk arts under the single
market mantle of “Outsider Art.”

No, no, ye are still a nameless lot. | think what you
actually need is someone who really hates this
art to name it. You might just be surprised how
cluttered art history is with isms that were coined
by the wicked pens of their harshest critics. Until
such a time, however, let us very briefly mass of
visual marginalia might be considered.

T e
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ALEX GROSS [ QUTER SPA
Mutants and Hybrids

Once upon a time, there was this crazy
artist named Nicolas Moufarrege who wrote
amazingly strange and compelling essays on
contemporary art. He’ s been dead decades
now, and the once prestigious magazine that
published much of his work, Arts Magazine,
is long gone too. Perhaps he just sticks in
my memory now because a lot of the stuff
he championed, from Kenny Scharf to Jack
Kirby, is relevant to us still, but a lot of his
“The
Mutant International” and serially numbered
(V, VI, VII) until | lost count. The seduction

of mutants, at a time before the mass -

best texts were collectively called

merchandizing and movie — making of X - Men
turned it all into some Gen X surrogate, was
the same metaphor for adolescent alienation
and social disconnect then as might still
appeal to us today, but could just as well
be those kind of comic pulp references that
bind us back to the post - World War Il
emergence of youth culture and its lineage
of high/low convergences, from the proto -
Beatles Liverpudlian Batman poems of the
Scaffold to the Pop of Roy Lichtenstein et al.
For better or worse, such simple and direct
pop citations do not work for us anymore.
Born outside the naive age of generational
discovery into a more complex dynamic of

AYLONELY PLACE

Lisa Petrucc [ NAUGHTY (A) ]

immediate and utter immersion, we are media-
damaged beyond recognition and have taken
rampant appropriation to a frenzied level of
mashed - up multitasking. The icon no longer
stands alone: it is over layered and warped
along the fractured schematics of all others in
an all-brand atrocity of manifold desire. This
then is an era of hybridity, an infotainment age
in which individuated meaning itself is lost to
the all-subsuming spectacle of multiplicity. We
may treasure the iconography of monster art
and the nostalgias of children’ s illustration
and reprographics, but we know that the
truly grotesque, most reactionary and
radically distorted fictions are a contemporary
commonplace of our quotidian mainstream.
The project is no longer to simply reclaim our
disposable daily vernacular like some found
object and call it art, nor even can we hope to
make sense of it; the best we can aspire to is
a point of identification within the incessant
visual maelstrom so that somehow the generic
and lowest common denominator can become
a personal language. And the only way to
speak that tongue is in polyglot rhyme.

The Saloon of Refugees

Here’ s what | like: you basically have here
a bunch of artists who exist in tangential
relation to both the art world status quo and

Lisa Petrucc

MARK RYDEN.[ ROSE ]

the mainstream of commerce, but who have
chosen to occupy a common space for. their
own idiosyncratic and diverse ways of seeing
things. Whatever they share in terms of style
and content is hardly that significant and is
certainly not the basis for their ccmmonality.
If Modernism got its legs viaal  gollective
challenge to the Academy throu'gh the

:d by its
Jns, these

confrontational opposition |
“Salon des Refuses” exhi!

artists willingly co — exist with gne another in



a similarly nebulous space just beyond the cultural
frame. Is it exile, expatriation or self - empowerment?
Perhaps the reason there hasn’ t been a manifesto is
precisely because they are autochthonous to no one
manifestation. This is populism in its most pluralist
form. It” s not a discourse - it’ s a riot. And no
matter how polite we may keep things in the halls of
culture, let’ s at least admit that we like our art to
be uncivil, irascible, voyeuristic and narcissistic.

How do you make a club out of people who
simply are allergic to belonging? How for that matter
do you make a party out of a bunch of misfits?
They’ re fun company to be sure, but they hardly
are what one would calla congregation. I’ d rather
think of them as belonging in some hypothetical bar
room - a querulous, drunken, misanthropic lot, busy
drawing on their stained napkins, demanding that
someone change the TV station, feeding slugs into
the juke box, making shamefully frequent trips to the
loo and doing their very best to ignore one another.
This too is a fiction, one more lie in the many that
we practice whenever it comes time to make sense
of individuals as group. Herein these pages ate the
statistics of anomaly in contemporary art: it’ s really
op to each of us to draw our own radically inaccurate
conclusions. Perhaps in the end it is an underground,
sduirreled away in back alleys and drainage ditches,
chop shops and bordellos, a secret society that dares
not speak its name. To see it all at once, you would
I. . e to step back, but there is no room, or to rise
a' - ve it, if only any of us could really fly. But I like it

-.—"",‘, -?v:l‘..‘,l\"..
' \RORERT WILIIAMS { NEVER CUT FOVRRRDS Y

down in the trenches, where understanding matters less than action and knowing history
means nothing if you don’ t have fast reflexes. If you’ re looking for the definitive, it” s
not to be found in the words that academics string together, but more in the jigsaw puzzle
of infinite contradiction and confrontation built by the deviant pictures in this book -
something to hold and look at which might never fit on any wall but is, quite simply, the
best group show that has yet to open.

(Adapt from {Pop Surrealism - The Rise of Underground Art) )

RElZ R 13



E Brig s
Global Context

I

O X/thE

Alexandre Nicolas, France

Cubism 2003, 47 x 157 x 17 cm)
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