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On new art criticism 
 
For more than ten years, the term ‘new art history’ has 
been employed in the field, dealing with how the trans-
formed discipline of history affects how art history is or 
should be written. In very broad terms, the shift from a 
mostly form-based history of style towards the social his-
tory of art has taken place in the writing of art history. 
Unlike art history, art criticism has never had an academ-
ic cover, so it has been in an existential crisis almost since 
its birth, because there is no consistency in dealing with 
the theoretical problems of criticism that would allow for 
formulating a problem, let alone a positive programme that 
art criticism could rely on for its development. 

However, there is certainly a need to talk about new art 
criticism in addition to new art history. The precise essence 
of this criticism is completely open, which, as I have 
already indicated, has to do with the fact that criticism 
lacks the cover of the academic canon. Therefore, the first 
proposition of the new criticism is the notion that in order 
to formulate its semantic role and ensure its sustainable 
development in the future, it must become a separate aca-
demic discipline. Achieving this is, above all, an issue of 
academic bureaucracy and holds no particular interest in 
terms of the semantic issues of active criticism. What does 
hold interest is the methodology of the new criticism and 
even before that, the function of art criticism overall. 

The author has claimed with somewhat stubborn militancy 
that the function of art criticism is not to judge the art-
work, which was its task when it was initially born in the 
19th century, nor of mediating art to the audiences – a role 
that art criticism has unsuccessfully attempted to assume 
since the birth of the avant-garde. Art criticism has an 
independent role in our art field. But what is it? Boris 
Bernstein, a grand old man of Estonian art history and one 
of the few local authors to systematically delve into the 
role and function of art criticism, wrote in his article ‘Art 
Criticism in Contemporary Art Life’: ‘A perfectly explaina-
ble aberration makes us, critics, place art in the centre of 
our professional world… However, when questioning the 
point and aim of everything we do, the ‘art centeredness’ 
turns out to be wrong…’. Applying deliberate violence to 
Bernstein’s views, the question of what exactly is the task 

of criticism remains unanswered, but the  
central view that art criticism should be autonomous – 
even in relation to art – still stands. 

One of the methods of independent art criticism that 
has become more prevalently used thanks to the now 
completed exhibition project Artishok Biennale (www.
artishokbiennale.org) is the self-contained monologue, 
which stressed the role of the critic. The self-contained 
monologue is a method or genre of art criticism where, in 
addition to the object, the analysis largely focuses on the 
analysis itself, relegating the initial object or the artwork 
to a secondary position. 

This method, provocative by its name alone, has an impor-
tant content and function, which the author will attempt to 
prove below, but this certainly cannot be the only method 
on which to build new art criticism. The second possible 
approach, a methodological one which I introduce here, 
was vaguely formulated in a public talk between the art-
ists Madis Katz and Toomas Thetloff and critic Indrek 
Grigor, held on 15 October 2012 within the Artishok 
Biennale. This can provisionally be called a coordinat-
ed description. The idea is that the critic works as closely 
with the artist as possible already during the conception 
of the idea for the artwork and in the end will attempt to 
convey the intentions of the artist as genuinely as pos-
sible. In other words – instead of ignoring the artist and 
the artwork on principle and withdrawing into the analy-
sis of his or her autonomous monologue, which is unjustly 
referred to as unbiased distance, the critic will attempt to 
convey the conceptual background of the artist as pre-
cisely as possible, therefore rendering the question of the 
critic’s independence null and void. In this situation, the 
critic is not, cannot and must not be independent; instead 
he or she must always bow to the words of the artist.

However, this description must not remain the only layer; 
it must be followed by a study in the form of a self-con-
tained analysis, and the reader can then compare its 
competence in relation to the description. Below, an 
attempt is made to apply these methods of the new art 
criticism to the work Things by Jevgeni Zolotko. 

THINGS BY JEVGENI ZOLOTKO.
And on the methods of new art criticism*
INDREK GRIGOR, art critic
Photos by JEVGENI ZOLOTKO

* An abridged version of the article  
was published in Müürileht 24: pööripäev 2012.  

The current longer version was published on the 
Artishok website on 25 January 2013. 
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Things by Jevgeni Zolotko
The six-part work Things by Jevgeni Zolotko was displayed in the attic of the Tartu Art 
House for six months, from 19 March to 6 October 2012. The idea was born after the Art 
House suggested to Zolotko that he create work for the attic. The proposal was based on 
the playful but sincere realisation that the attic room, covered with an even layer of grey 
dust, resembled the monochrome abandoned environment of Zolotko’s installations. It 
would have been appropriate to put a sign upon the door saying ‘Zolotko’s Office’, and the 
work would thus have been completed. Zolotko, of course, did not agree to this kind of 
banal, dubious deal, but the idea of undertaking the attic had been conceived, and a year 
later the first part of Things was opened. 

Zolotko is an artist who is extremely critical of the vocabulary of prestige language often 
used while talking about his work. According to the artist, Things is not an installation, the 
work does not examine anything (least of all the room) and despite the temptation, drawing 
parallels with archaeology is a false interpretation. However, although the artist’s world-
view is explicitly religious, Things does not constitute religious art in the classic sense; 
instead, it is a reflection of Zolotko’s personal worldview.

The combination of Zolotko’s art, which is based on a worldview that is contemporary in 
form, yet at times extremely archaic in its subject matter, and an artist, who has repeated-
ly refused to discuss his works in public, but is nevertheless very conscious of the meaning 
of words, is a wonderful case study for introducing the coordinated description mentioned 
above. Moreover, as the gallery manager of the Tartu Art House, the author of this article 
has been involved with the work from its conception through all the stages of installation 
and has talked for hours with the artist about the various aspects – related to the technical, 
the form as well as the subject – of the work.

Coordinated description
The artist had a chance to review the descriptions below and  
all of his suggestions were taken into account in finalising the text.
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ARVUSTUS

Chapter I: Speech 
Naming is one of the most archetypal  

images in the myths of creation. Thus Zolotko’s 
work in the attic also began with naming things. 
The thoroughly prosaic attic was realised as an 

artistic space by the artist who named the things he 
had found there. The loudspeakers issued a list of 

things in a monotonous booming voice. The list was 
long enough to symbolically cover the whole reality, 
at the same time adding a fascinating layer when, 

at the end of reading the list, the voice  
became tired and coarse.
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