When does contemporary art begin? The day when Marcel Duchamp, under the name R. Mutt, displayed an upside-down urinal naming it Fountain. It’s 1917, the year of the October Revolution. According to philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy, in this way Duchamp makes a tradition-making move which also breaks with modern art, a decisive and complex move: “this is art which has nothing in common with any of the creations of art forms known so far”. Contemporary art has now become, 90 years after that move, something accessible, usable and above all salable. It has a commercial value, a price; it’s reproduced and sold at newsagents: it can reach everybody in the shape of a book. Everybody knows Picasso, Surrealism and Dada. They’re taught in schools and contemporary art museum rooms are crowded by kids on guided tours: they make collage, too. Almost a century has gone by but can we still talk about contemporary? What exactly is  contemporary? Contemporary is both an adjective and a noun, a historical period and a philosophical notion. It comes from Latin. “existing, occurring or living at the same time”. Time is its shape and substance. Federico Ferrari, editor of the volume Del contemporaneo (Bruno Mondadori), reminds us that we have all always been in time: we are born getting into time and we die getting out of it. And yet the experience of “being into time” is one of the most difficult to conceive. Philosophy, from Parmenides to Heidegger, has been racking its brain on it. Anyway the problem which arises, when we try to understand what contemporary  (art, literature, philosophy etc) consists of, is: as regards what time are we contemporary? The time of art or the time of the world? Is there one time only, a chronological time which flows uniformly from past to future? Or are there more times instead, temporal breaks and deep caesuras as Walter Benjamin, but also astrophysicists like Hawkings, have been telling us for decades? It’s not a matter to be easily solved, in fact, we have to admit it, even its definition is a problem. Duchamp, eternal provoker, defined art as a rendez-vous, a kind of appointment without appointment, that’s to say a meeting – in Nancy’s words - between the one who is called artist and something he chooses at a specific point in time, interpreting it as a shape: the urinal, the bottle drying rack, the bicycle wheel. Contemporary art – but this is largely true for literature as well – accounts for itself and its shapeless state. Nathalie Hienich, who devoted to the problem a book which has been widely discussed in France (Le triple jeu de l’art contemporain, Minuit), maintains that modern art differs from classical not for the use of instruments (painting on canvas, sculpture on a pedestal) but for “the expression of the interiority of the artist”. The artist “expresses” him/herself. Contemporary art differs from modern for its unorthodox logic, the logic of the Avantgarde: it violates art criteria pertaining to both classical and modern tradition. In other words: the value of the Fountain is not in the materiality of the urinal, but in the combination of acts, words and images activated by Duchamp’s initiative. The attention is not on the object anymore but on the possible mediations between artist and viewer: tales, biographical legends, performances, interpretations and so on. To say it in a more complicated, but more interesting, way, it would be the move from “style” to “genre”, which is the way in which postmodernism starts off in literature. Facing contemporary we have to put into play a fundamental distinction between two terms: “contemporary” (Latin con + tempus i.e. with time) and “current”, “what is taking place”. What is contemporary expresses a possible potentiality, something which can be, something which is facing the future; what is current, on the other hand, is completely carried out in the present, because it’s already taking place. A little, refined essay by Giorgio Agamben tries to account for this decisive but subtle idea of time.  What is contemporary? the philosopher asks himself. He answers with Barthes: it is what is untimely. What is contemporary is outmoded; it belongs, as Nietzsche says in his Untimely meditations (1873-76), to a disconnectedness, a disjointedness. The word Agamben uses is anachronism. Meaning not that the contemporary artist or writer lives in a different time: he adheres to his time through a disjointedness; those who perfectly coincide with their own time aren’t really contemporary to it. To explain this seeming paradox Agamben examines Osip Mandel’štam’s poem “The century” (he died in a Stalin Gulag): the poet has to keep his gaze fixed on his time, to perceive not its lights, but its darkness. For those who experience what is contemporary all times are obscure. It is the same act Duchamp proposed: an appointment which doesn’t take place within chronological time. It is the already-and-not-yet of time in Christian salvation, an intermediate time between Christ’s coming and his second coming, Parousia. Twentieth century art and literature have been attracted to what is archaic, have been pursuing what is primitive; they understood that access to time is an archaeological problem: looking for and finding a time which isn’t yours. Agamben proceeds through images and metaphors to make us understand that the time of what is contemporary is necessarily discontinuous: the artist of what is contemporary divides and interpolates his time, puts it in relation to other times, digs into the past to get to the future. This is why we have to mistrust any art or literature which claims to make us really understand our time: in what is contemporary everything has to happen yet. And it has already happened, at the same time.
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