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Abstract  

The strategy of appropriation, a defining aspect of postmodern art during the 
1980s, had significantly retreated its critical presence by the early1990s. This 
investigation finds that the formerly anti-aesthetic strategy of appropriation, its 
critical function exhausted yet not resolved, had in the wake of postmodernism 
become more a default tool of artistic and cultural production than a critical 
strategy. In examining the manner in which various artists of the 1990s and 
2000s actively distanced themselves from the now dated category of 
appropriation art, either by ‘concealing’ explicitly quoted elements in their 
work, or by expressly engaging with more subjective thematic categories (such 
as multiculturalism or post-colonialism), the author points to the ghostly traces 
of familiarity that nevertheless pointed to appropriation’s tacit insistence. The 
influence of shifting critical fashions, the legacies of an exhausted yet 
unresolved paradigm, the illumination of ethical dimensions within 
postmodernism, the threat of copyright infringement claims, the collapse of an 
appropriation art-centred art market, and the manipulative capabilities of new 
digital reproduction technologies are all cited as potential contributing motives 
for the concealment of appropriation. Conceding that the ‘successful’ 
concealment of appropriation invariably makes detection difficult, several 
practical examples of ways in which quoted elements can be disguised whilst 
maintaining something of a prototype’s qualities are presented in conjunction 
with the author’s practice as an artist and musician. The paradoxical 
ramifications of appropriation, formerly an anti-formalist device, being tacitly 
applied to meet formal possibilities are considered in relation with the question 
as to what it means for an artist to still want to make art in a historical moment 
now self-consciously situated ‘after’ the ‘end of art history’ portended by 1980s 
postmodernism. Finding that many contemporary artists resolved to carry on ‘as 
if’ original and authentic art might still possible ‘after’ the crisis of 
postmodernism, a model of art criticism that neither cynically negates nor 
naively accepts originality in art is explored. Using the metaphor of a 
belief/disbelief dichotomy, the ‘agnostic model’ is finally presented as a 
potential register of the complex dilemmas presented to contemporary art ‘after’ 
appropriation.  


