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A re vie w of  David Bowie Is, Victoria and Albe rt Muse um, London, UK:
23 Mar. - 11 Aug. 2013Art Galle ry of  Ontario, Canada: 25 Se pt. - 27
Nov. 2013Muse um of  Image  and Sound, São Paulo, Brazil: 28 Jan. -
21 Apr. 2014Muse um of  Conte mporary Art Chicago, US: Se pt. 2014 -
Jan. 2015

Founded in 1852, t he Vict oria and Albert  Museum in London (t he V&A) is an
est ablished museum of decorat ive art  and design. Recent ly, and
cont roversially, it  has moved t he focus of  it s major exhibit ions away from
shows made up from it s massive permanent  holdings (around 4.5 million
object s) t owards ones curat ed using ext ernal collect ions. These new
shows have concent rat ed on cont emporary or recent  cult ural
phenomena t hat  have popular appeal but  t hat  have developed out  of
elit e, subcult ural or avant -garde st yles or movement s. The "From Club t o
Cat walk" exhibit ion is one example; it  aims t o show t he influence of  '80s
Brit ish night club and st reet  st yle on bot h haut e cout ure and ret ail
fashion.

In adopt ing it s new exhibit ions policy, t he V&A is following a global
cult ural and business t rend. Major museums operat e in an ever more
compet it ive int ernat ional f ield in which income is key. They have t o put
on lucrat ive shows t o a@ord t heir acquisit ions, which have become
increasingly expensive since t he 1970s, when art  prices began t o boom.
Museums now show art ist ic and/or cult ural movement s t hat  not  only
have popular appeal (in f ilm and t elevision represent at ions or on
calendars, post ers, and fridge magnet s), but  whose reach is also
supplement ed by an original elit e or avant -garde cachet —impressionism,
for example. The result  is blockbust er exhibit ions t hat  exponent ially
increase f inancial and cult ural capit al. An early and import ant  example
was t he hugely successful Royal Academy Monet  exhibit ion of  1999, which
t urned t he "R.A." from a snoot y if  credible art ist s' club and gallery int o a
major int ernat ional museum player. Museums' playo@ of elit e and popular,
avant -garde and mainst ream, subcult ural and est ablishment  element s
can t ake many forms, as demonst rat ed by t he New York Met ropolit an
Museum of Art 's recent  "Punk: Chaos t o Cout ure" show. Economically, t he



st rat egy seems t o have paid o@. Like t he int ernat ional art  market , t he
global museum market  is booming. Yet  t he consequent  enrichment  is
arguably less cult ural t han f inancial, as t he following shows.

The museum-world cont ext  is import ant  in reviewing David Bowie Is.
On t he face of  it , Bowie looks like a perfect  subject  for a cont emporary
blockbust er art  show. It 's hard t o t hink of  a popular musician who has
been bot h as successful as Bowie and so pat ent ly influenced by a number
of major ideas, movement s, and t echniques in modern and post modern
art . Bowie has, for example, worked in paint ing, inst allat ion art , video art ,
performance art , and digit al art . He has oFen said t hat  he sees himself  as
an "art ist " rat her t han as a musician, and he has t he canvases, cost umes,
and art  world connect ions t o prove it  (he is an edit or of  Modern Painters).
What 's more, Bowie has avant -garde and subcult ural credent ials. Many if
not  most  of  his popular creat ions have drawn on work t hat  was or is
count ercult ural, experiment al, elit e, or obscure. Examples of  his
influences include dada, surrealism, t he t heat re of  alienat ion, f luxus, live
art , beat  writ ing, mot orik music, and noise. When Bowie gave t he V&A
access t o his archive, it  must  have seemed like a real giF, much of which
was t urned int o David Bowie Is. The exhibit ion is a sell-out  and it s
organizers are confident  enough of it s global appeal t o have arranged a
t our. AFer London, t he show is visit ing Ont ario, São Paolo, Chicago, Paris,
and Groningen. The public appears t o be accept ing ent husiast ically, even
grat efully, what  t hey've been given.

Yet  as Derrida has point ed out  (as bot h Sart re and Genet  did before
him), giFs are never free; t hey always involve cost s, or losses. The cost  of
David Bowie Is is part ly f inancial, especially for t he public. They've had t o
pay for expensive t icket s, part icularly if  t hey've bought  t hem from online
agencies, "t icket  t out s," or "scalpers," who have increased face value
prices by...
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