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Chapter 1
A zone of freedom?

Think first of the use contemporary artists make of human bodies:
hair teased into patterns that form Chinese characters, or woven
into a rug, or plucked from the artist’s body to be inserted into a
diminutive waxwork rendition of the corpse of the artist’s father;
blood let drip from self-inflicted wounds onto canvas, or made into a
self-portrait bust; marks made on drawings — or over crucifixes - by
ejaculating over them; cosmetic surgery undergone as performance
art; human ears grown in Petri dishes; a baby’s corpse cooked and
(apparently) eaten. Contemporary art seems to exist in a zone of
freedom, set apart from the mundane and functional character of
everyday life, and from its rules and conventions. In that zone,
alongside quieter contemplation and intellectual play, there
flourishes a strange mix of carnival novelty, barbaric transgressions
of morals, and offences against systems of belief. Discussion of
contemporary art, ranging from specialist journal to tabloid
column, encompasses respectful exegesis, complex philosophical
diversions, fawning publicity, and finally denunciation, ridicule,
and dismissal. Yet this familiar scene — how old and established is
art’s rule-breaking, and how routine are the recommendations and
condemnations — masks significant recent change.

Some of this change has been driven by art’s internal concerns,
while some is a response to broader economic and political
transformation. At first sight there seems to be no system against



