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WEe' ve come to expect that the Tate Triennia will showcase the best new contemporary art, soit’'s
no surprise that its 2009 incarnation is the most talked-about show of the season. What is
surprising is that curator Nicolas Bourriaud has gone far beyond merely assembling a group of
talented artists to instead proclaim a new art movement which he calls the “ Altermodern.”

In amove not made very often these days, Bourriaud accompanies the exhibit with a manifesto,
the first lines of which (heavily bolded for emphasis) declare “ Postmodernism is dead.”
Bourriaud' s premiseiswe don't live in aglobalizing culture anymore, rather we livein afully
globalized culture. In contrast to 90s artists who touted multiculturalism and identity palitics,
asserting the local against the global, today’ s artists take the global as a starting point. In this new
cultural moment creolisation rules, in the form of translations, editing and dubbing.

In referring to such practices, Bourriaud is building on his earlier exploration of “postproduction,”
an art of remix that eradicates the traditional distinction between consumer and producer aswell as
the boundary between high and low. To anyone who read art theory in the 1980s, that sounds like
postmodernism, but it’s not. The crucial distinction, in my mind, between the postmodern and our
day isthat whereas the former celebrated popular culture by bringing it into art (think Andy
Warhol or Charles Moore), the latter eliminates the distinction altogether. Instead of a populist
projection of the audience’'s desires onto art, now we see the production of art by the audience, the
blurring of boundaries between media and public. And where postmodern artists like Cindy
Sherman or Sherry Levine challenged authenticity, in our time, the vast copying machine that
comprises the Internet has utterly undone any notion of ownership or authenticity.

Postmodernism, in other words, anticipated this loss of distinction on all fronts, but it could not
have known what our globalized, networked world would be like. The atermodern, then, is what
happens when there is no more high and low, no more original and derivative, no more local and
global. Now of course, thereis an art market and some artists wind up at the Tate while others
wind up peddling their wares on the street, but the same could be said of hip-hop, techno, anime,
tattoos or porn. And if some works will be valued more highly and élites develop, the old notion of
high and low is foreign to anyone under 30, even as an oppositional gesture. Compounding this, is
the speed with which trends spread on the Internet, making it seem entirely possible for anyone to
achieve celebrity overnight.

Oursis anetwork culture, linked by the Internet together with global trade and travel. Virtually
everything that is out there, or has ever been out thereis at our disposal, be it fetish object, text, or
taste. Individuals come together around certain trends or interests, crossing and mix wildly, with



little regard to class lines and geographic borders.

How will architects respond to this? Unlike postmodernism, thistime | don’t think we' ve taken the
lead. The most radical changes in our experience of space have been technological. With my
mobile phone, | can call the majority of the world's population. | started drafting this article on a
laptop on atrain and am finishing it in my living room. Later, | can use my laptop to put up ablog
post, a song, a photograph, a video, or amanifesto on the Internet where billions of daily users
might chance upon it.

Theiconic architecture of the last decades strikes me as being very postmodern at heart, till
celebrating architecture as high-art. Generative and parametric design methods similarly seem to
me to be products of an old expert culture that is rapidly receding into the past. Perhaps
architecture is going to be outpaced by technology, as it was throughout the nineteenth century.
But I’'m more optimistic than that. No economic crisisis ever welcome, but maybe like the one
that Britain experienced following the War, the one we are experiencing will give architects
much-needed time to face up to network culture and, to appropriate a phrase from Alison and Peter
Smithson, “drag a rough poetry out of the confused and powerful forces which are at work.”



