The Mediterranean and the Art World

Lev Kreft

1. The Artworld

Arthur Danto's concept of the artworld
, as Irit Rogoff claims, has geography of its own:

While the art world cannot claim for itself a fixed and concrete location, a mapped terrain with distinct boundaries, it is nevertheless a world unto itself, with a distinct cultural and linguistic tradition and a vehement sense of territoriality (Rogoff 2000, 122).
World and artworld geography, however different and special, have a common point, a geographical location where artworld is centred and distorted in a way which continues

to privilege a Eurocentric, urban and commodity-oriented artistic culture whose centre it is claimed is the New York art world (Rogoff 2000, 122).
There is a connection between geography and artography. Artworld is not just territorialized and mapped, it is geographized. It knows what it prefers and therefore makes it great, and it knows what it dislikes and therefore marginalizes or even hides: artworld is an opinionated community of communities. In addition, artworld has a geographical location, a place where its nets of power are concentrated. After the Second World War, this is New York. In international visual arts, here is where Danto’s “atmosphere” is produced and imposed on the other art worlds on the globe.

This means

• that the art world is a location where life- and work-stories of artists are woven and told;

• that the art world has a geography of its own and its own mapping therefore;

• that geographical and art world’s mapping are connected and interrelated;

• that their interrelation goes in many different ways, one of them mapping power to decide what is in and what is out, and another one of them deciding which geographical part of the world, with its own art world, may produce the rule for the others.

Consider the case of someone such as Ana Mendieta, a woman artist of Cuban origin, brought up in the United States as one of Peter Pan’s children. To be saved from a socialist education, she was, like the other hundreds of children from Cuba, brought to the United States during special action called “Peter Pan” which was organized by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and Catholic Church. Brought up by USA foster parents, contrary to ideological expectations, she turned into a feminist artist playing with her bodily presence. At final stage of her short life, she was living with another artist (Carl Andre). She falled off their thirty-fourth floor apartment in 1985 under very suspicious circumstances, but her partner wasn’s found guilty. Therefore, she lived and died in the New York art world, 
a location which she never accepted, because she
“…not only rejected such centrist organising principles but sought to replace them with alternative geographies…(Rogoff 2000, 122)” 

which brings us to another conclusion 

• that artists can adjust to such geographies or reject them and construct alternative geographies of their own.
This exposes their art as political, because the art is opposed to regimes of power in the existing art world, while those whose art is adapted to existing regimes of power are viewed as “pure” and thus non-politicized art. 

However, geographical determination of art is not itself a modern concept and has its traditional biases and problems.

2. The Art Geography

Modernity’s idea of an unending progress of humanity deems the newest
 art superior to all previous art.  Furthermore, all art stemming from non-European or non-Western sources is treated as “previous”. In such manner, Western modernity installs universal artistic criteria for all periods and all cultures which confirm its supremacy over all other cultures and its own past. In consequence, these universal criteria become global, i.e. they are applied in all cases of all different and non-Western cultures in a way which gives them their proper place as “minor” cultures if compared with Western canon, and, at the same time, opens their chance to progress towards higher standards of modern Western art. This goes parallel with and is part of the universal history of mankind described by Friedrich von Schiller:

• The discoveries which our European mariners have made in distant oceans and on remote coastlines, present us a spectacle as constructive as it is entertaining. They show us tribes which surround us at the most diverse levels of culture, like children of different ages gathered around an adult, reminding him by their example of what he used to be, and where he started from. A wise hand seems to have preserved these raw tribes for us down to our times, where we would be advanced enough in our own culture to make fruitful application of this discovery upon ourselves, and to restore out of this mirror the forgotten origin of our species. But how shaming and sad is the picture these people give us of our childhood! (Schiller 1789)
Geographical determination of art is not itself a modern concept. A modern concept of art, at first glance, cannot become much involved with geography, because what it wants is eternal, universal, and global, where the essence of art remains untouched by its time and place variations. Art geography explained differences in time and place, in relation to the centre of all time(s) and all place(s), and therefore included more nationalism, racism, and centre – periphery relations than aesthetical considerations. These relationships depend on economic, military, political, and cultural power and get materialized in works of art, as well as in other domains. For instance, amphitheatres all around the Mediterranean reveal a common passion for cruel games and a “global culture” of that particular epoch. However, what they represented was the power of the Empire, the dominant culture, and the universal mission of Rome to maintain stability in the Mediterranean.

The concept of human geography (Anthropogeographie, la géographie humaine) emerged as a science in the second half of the nineteenth century. Geography of art (Kunstgeographie) borrowed some of its fundamental concepts and methods from human geography and mapped art according to physical/natural, cultural, national, and racial fundamentals. Human geography was especially popular in Germany where Friedrich Ratzel accepted Moritz Wagner’s presumably improved Darwinism, understood as survival of the fittest in struggle for space. In the struggle for space, human communities occupy space to reach a state of their segregation and isolation from other communities
. That the struggle for space, embodied in migrations and consequently secessions and isolations of groups, became as important as it did in the century of nationalism and imperialism is not a surprise; rather, it can be understood as another response to Darwinism, which followed the direction of eugenics and racism. Friedrich Ratzel later invented the popular and ominous concept of Lebensraum (life-space) to explain how art and culture reach borders and limits of their geographical expansion and influence. This included the concept of colonization as a natural process of plants, animals, and humans, resulting in the famous “Kampf um Raum” (struggle for space) and borderspace (der Grenzraum)
. With the struggle for space, Ratzel claimed, there is always an opposition between inside and outside, between kernel of the territory and edge or border territories. These concepts echoed in art geography, which used Blut und Boden (blood and soil), ethnic origin and its territorial roots as determinants of artistic cartography.

After Nazism’s defeat, these kinds of theories lost their attractiveness until now when we are witnessing a revival of art geography, however this time in relation to globalization processes, post-colonial conditions, and neo-imperialist tendencies. A critical approach of new art geographies takes a perspective of margin, edge, border, and other limitations, contrary to previous waves of art geography which were solidly rooted in the centre. Territorializations of art develop to make hierarchical relations between territorially dependent artistic phenomena either natural and invisible or artificial and visible.

3. The Mediterranean
When the earth was flat, the Mediterranean was the centre of the earth, and Rome was the centre of the Mediterranean. With Empire’s division came the division of the Mediterranean, later confirmed and strengthened by the presence of non-Christian empires of Arabs and Turks. Both new Christian empire centres, Rome and Constantinople, lost their central position, one to northern and western Europe and another to Moscow. 

When the earth became a ball circulating around the sun, and when the globe was explored from one side to the other, especially with re-direction of oriental trade around Africa in the fifteenth century, the Mediterranean lost its central place in trade and economy. The Mediterranean was not pushed to the margins of the world, but it was definitely on the borders of the centre. The modernization process produced nation-states of different political, economic, and cultural weights, more or less distributed on the axis between the European South, which has a role of West in the Mediterranean, and the Mediterranean South.

In such a context, the Mediterranean became a place of lost greatness and part of a progressive history as its everlasting starting point attractive for its originality and authenticity. Marino Niola characterized a modern myth of the Mediterranean, originating in the eighteenth century: “So the South became a metaphor for a temporal threshold of a mythical past that preceded the time when history changed gears and archaeology became the material and symbolic vehicle for this ‘invention of the Mediterranean’” (Niola 2006, 76). 
Therefore, the Mediterranean is a geographical and art world location invented by North/Western European modernity, where both geographies, the old one of the Mediterranean as the centre of the world, and the new one with the Mediterranean as its margin, overlap,
 to define the Mediterranean as

· a place of past greatness, a cradle of civilization; and

· a place of eternal beauty, natural and cultural/artistic alike.

Two geographies fit each other so perfectly that both these kinds of art seem to be non-political and “natural” components of the Mediterranean, a common heritage of all. 

But there is another geopolitical image of the Mediterranean, that of divisions, borders, margins, cleavages, and gaps, including wire fences, the absence of communication, anti-trespassing walls and interception corridors, wars of misunderstanding, “no-man's” lands, cultural divisions and hate, territories of exception, gentrification of poverty and development, invisible black holes, and transitional territories. These features of the Mediterranean are a negative of the “non-political” image constructed above, and they get an art of their own: art in conflict with the image of the Mediterranean as a world and as an art world. The Mediterranean of this art is much different, and it appears more as installations, video art, mediated productions, internet art, and all other ways of distribution of disturbing images and messages to broader publics outside a traditional institutional framework. Their place of inclusion is quite often a broader civil initiative, movement, or group, organized as an NGO or as an artistic collective, which in this case represents alternative institutionalization, instead of an exclusively artistic one. If modernism offers an idea of “art without borders”, while it strictly develops nation-states and national arts, this kind of art is literally art on the border itself. Conflicting images of this border are Mediterranean amusement parks and resorts for tourists, with their simulation of past greatness and eternal beauty, including barriers and fences which separate tourists from locals, on one side, and completely fenced and strictly controlled territories like the Palestinian territories, Ceuta and Melilla (Italian islands with concentration camps for migrants), and numerous gentrified parts of Mediterranean cities where people live in a state of exception and poverty, on the other side.

4. Three cases

To introduce just three cases of art on the border, I can name Emily Jacir's two channelled video from 2004 “Ramallah/New York”, the theatrical production “La nave fantasma”, and a group project entitled “Frontera Sur”.

Ramallah/New York
A video camera records both locations through everyday life places of encounter (hairdressers, delis, travel agencies, bars, and shops), and examines many oppositions and binaries, such as familiar interiors and unfamiliar exteriors, safety of everyday and dangerous history, intimate community and destructive wars, safe havens and alienated exiles. It is like a luggage of in-between existence. What makes it less traditional from a political aspect is precisely that threatening indifference put in comparison between Ramallah and New York, where we would expect an allegoric accusation and unsurpassable tension between them. Being a message of the Palestinian situation, it suggests how all these passages are fluid, hybrid, and anaesthetic.

La nave fantasma – Teatro della cooperativa
La nave fantasma was a mix of narration styles, from documentary to sarcastic satire, from tragicomedy to political agitation, including movies and video and even cartoons, to present a Mediterranean event in a form of interactive theatre, or, as we call it nowadays sometimes, a theatre of artivism. Its story was about a boat that sunk on Christmas 1996 with people transferred from one boat to another during high seas and stormy weather. They were illegal migrants, and their guides decided to complete the transaction already paid for and get rid of people because they could not risk bringing them back on the same boat. Italian police were silent about this incident, aware of the political crisis and public turmoil it could produce. If it were not for persistent journalists and fishermen who caught in next months together with fish, a number of human parts, the incident would have been forgotten. The piece is far from any deploring sentimentality. It is a story of a Mediterranean divide connected to a scientific project of the Multiplicity group called “Solid Sea” and presented at Kassel Documenta 11 under a title “Liquid Europe and Solid Sea: Towards a New Relation”.

Frontera Sur
Frontera Sur is a project dealing with life in Ceuta and Melilla, two Spanish enclaves inside Moroccan territory. For instance, “Europlex”, a video by Ursula Biemann and Angela Sanders, explores ways of living under the conditions of having to cross the Mediterranean, and two time zones, twice a day to earn a living as menial workers for middle class Spanish families, without a right to stay overnight in, as it would be, their own country. There are other ways of life in Ceuta in Melilla as well.,They include lifestyles of smugglers, migrants, post-colonial third world industry workers, and so forth. And there is a fence, of course, all around these enclaves, now with a fifth circle of wires. Under such circumstances, “normal” life becomes an impossibility.

5. Conclusion
What makes these kinds of projects different from various groups and individuals from the 1980s, for instance Laibach and Neue Slowenische Kunst, of Komar and Melamid, is that they take and represent their job very seriously, without the post-socialist and post-modern atmosphere of self-deception and self-ironization; that they cross the borders without intention to create pastiche of indiscernibility; and that their primary orientation point are not artistic institutions. They include artistic elements, serious research, active advocacy, political activism, and other kinds of work and engagement. We could conclude that we have here a new kind of Gesamtkunstwerk. From Wagner on, however, universal works of art involve one or many different arts and techniques to build the highest aesthetic effect of sublime totality which does not belong to reality itself; quite the contrary, it is what reality does not possess but for the sake of artistic intervention. Here, no totality is constructed. Totality is already here, present as globality’s locality, and sublimation is not the product, strictly speaking, of artistic and aesthetic effects. It is a narrative of a situation itself. The relationship between scientific research, policy proposals, journalism, lobbying, public relation management, NGO activism, advocacy, and art does not offer grounds where an aesthetic dimension of art would organize a common context or aesthetic appeal. Cooperation between different approaches is not done under hegemony of the aesthetic. To study and represent borders, limits, divided identities, closures, cleavages and their shifts, liquid and hybrid substance, a construction surpassing those borders and limitations has to be produced from all materials, to reveal global geo- and bio-politics: not as a kind of cosmopolitan sublime totality, but as a fractal conglomerate of a multitude of fragments.

Why do I call it a Mediterranean art? Precisely because it opposes, among other things, so-called Mediterranean art of a great past and eternal beauty, and its politics of making splits and divides invisible. Cultural dialogue is not possible if culture is used as a camouflage over trenches, and this kind of art destroys dialogue between cultures on equal terms, with respect to Mediterranean heritage and beauty, as a camouflage which enables politics of division to function.
That is why all three kinds of Mediterranean art are Mediterranean, and all three are political; but, they are not contained within the geographical location of the art-world only. They cross borders in clandestine ways of their own.

�This entire paragraph needs another look and cleaning up. I was guessing at the meaning but tried to clean it up as best as I could with the exception of the last two sentences. I’m not sure what to do there!


�Later than what? Can we say “recent art”?  But even then, we may have to qualify what is meant by “recent”.  The first half of this paragraph make need to be re-worked. It’s really difficult to follow.


�What is meant by “get in touch”? “Come together or overlap?











Notes





� “To see something as art requires something the eye cannot descry – an atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art: an artworld.” Arthur Danto, “The Artworld”, The Journal of Phylosophy, 61, 1964, p. 580. Reprinted in: The Philosophy of Art: Readings Ancient and Modern (ed. by Alex Neill and Aaron Ridley), McGraw – Hill, New York 1995.


� Moritz Wagner, De la formation des èspeces par la ségrégation, Octave Dion, Paris 1882 (Bibliothèque biologique internationale IX); Moritz Wagner, The Darwinian Theory and the Law of the Migration of Organisms, Edward Stanford, London 1873 (“The migration of organisms and their colonization are, according to my convictions, a necessary condition of natural selection…Since the commencement of civilization the migration of animals and plants, and with it the capability of variation and development by natural selection, has become more and more limited; in fact, it must at last entirely cease and give place to artificial selection. This necessary inference – which may serve to quiet many a systematic and zealous collectors of species – gives to the law of migration a far greater importance than would otherwise be the case. Its application, especially to the development of human race from the earliest ages of civilization, is certainly capable of much greater amplifications than is aimed at in this treatise. This I propose reserving for a further work.” - p. 5).


� „Beim Kampf um Raum entsteht immer ein Gegensatz zwischen innen und aussen, zwischen dem Kern des Gebietes und den Rand- oder Grenzgebieten.“ /Friedrich Ratzel, l.c., p. 165).
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