[image: image1.jpg]fruitmarket
the gallery





history: the mag collection

image-based art in the late 20th century

29 January - 7 March 1998
All collections are oddities. What is unusual about this one is that it was put together specifically for public use and as a vehicle for putting issues into the public arena. 

Paul Wilson

What does it mean to collect art, and what kind of experience is it? In assembling the Mag Collection under the title History, Paul Wilson invites us to ask these questions and to reconsider the relationships of artist, collector, gallery and public.

In the history of art, collections built up by private individuals have sometimes proved pivotal in the formation - or expression of - taste, especially in the modern period. Such collections are interpreted in hindsight as particular historical 'moments' when the various dynamics of art, economics and society crystallise under the gaze of a discerning, and usually wealthy, collector. Although in the practice of art many other factors come into play, the economic alliance between artist and patron is of obvious, and sometimes definitive, importance. One has only to look at the influence of Gertrude and Leo Stein in the establishment of the modernist canon (Cezanne - Matisse -Picasso) to see this borne out. As one can easily imagine, the alliance is often, some would say integrally, a contentious one. From the Borgia Popes to Charles Saatchi, from Vasari to the media furore generated by the Sensation exhibition at the Royal Acadamy, a lot of ink has been spilled on the subject. Whatever one's particular standpoint is, it remains tempting today to wonder what our perceptions of New Brit Art would be without Saatchi's millions.

The Mag Collection, however, presents us with something different. "Another way of looking at the collection", says Wilson, "is in terms of the fact that it doesn't play the game. I think it's more common to find [in most collections] a smaller number of artists, each represented by a larger number of works. That approach has the effect of endorsing the artists that have been selected; this is linked to a heightened awareness of the market and a desire for investment performance. The Mag Collection, however, will have no effect upon the market whatsoever - it's far too small, and as I was saying, it doesn't follow the rules."

Here, after all, is a collection assembled for very little money (in relative terms), and a collector who dislikes seeing his acquisitions too often. What's more, Wilson hardly goes so far as to 'endorse' the artists he buys. "I take a great deal of time looking at work before I buy it... [but] this process of close scrutiny... can detract from a personal enjoyment of the actual work. Often, when I've finally bought a work, I barely see it again, which is how I like it. But with other pieces I've needed to show them to people on a number of occasions and I find myself and the work becoming increasingly stale _ which of course is very sad. But then I just have to remember that I'm not doing this for myself..."

Evidently, Wilson's relationship to the art he buys is not straightforward. It appears to be informed much more as a specific cultural project than as a question of ownership. Hence the title History given to The Mag, and the strategic decisions taken in its formation. For instance, there is an almost exclusive concentration on 'image-based' work because, as Wilson explains, "for the individual photography is probably the most accessible of all contemporary media." Furthermore, there is a 75% weighting towards women artists in the collection as traditionally they have been under-represented; a rough 50/50 split between the well and lesser-known artists; and a geographical spread of choice and attention which challenges the usual London-based bias. With this in mind it is difficult not to see History as both a title, and a claim to relevance. "Art is not vacuum-packed; increasingly in recent years many artists have wanted to engage in the socio-political debate through their work, and I believe that their contribution in this area is extremely valuable... Rather than responding to the needs of patrons, contemporary artists are inventing their own agenda. And so they offer us comment, often informed, concerned, intelligent and articulate. Perhaps the contribution of artists is to offer a variety of independent views at a time when mainstream politics is tied very often to a rigid party line."

Finally this leaves us with the question of taste. Here again Wilson is unusual. He concedes that collections are "oddities" - that they are idiosyncratic and reflect the (perhaps even arbitary) taste of the collector. At the same time his method has been considered, sensitive, self-critical and self-aware. Far from wanting to preach, he seems to be saying: "Look for yourself."
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