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what was Tom Wolf talking about when he discussed the "charming aristocracy" 

Tom Wolfe’s speech examined the way our society regards art and literature, 
examining the work of various notable artists as well as the art market. Tom wolf has 
never been one to let cultural movements slip through his fingers unexamined, he 
made a name for himself in the literary world for writing pieces which pointed out the 
quirks, peculiarities, and ulterior motives, or everything from radical movements like 
the black panthers to the fashion industry. Wolfe’s speech at the closing of the 
Derriere Garde perfomances examined the art world with the kind of scrutiny and 
whit that made him legendary. He began his speech with the provocative declaration 
that “imagination plus lack of skill gives us modern art.” he evinced this claim by 
pointing out that Picasso had no ability to draw hands or rather drew hands that 
looked like bundles of asparagus. Wolfe talked about how modern artists seem to 
think there is something meretricious about displaying skill, either because they don’t 
have it or because they can someone else to do it for them he called this “hands-off 
art” using Jeff Koons as an example. He spoke of how the process of being rejected 
was essential, but then elaborated on this idea to suggest that most artist wished to 
be rejected by the public because they are creating art for a powerful minority of 
people who control the art market which he dubbed the “charming aristocracy.” It is 
quite evident that Wolfe finds this behavior dishonest and dangerous for the art 
market, should there be a lapse of taste in the charming aristocracy it would have 
terrible repercussion on the value of art. He talked about the modern artist as a 
contrarians wishing for rejection, lacking skill, never addressing the “onerous 
business of content” creating things that the ordinary person would not like.  

            He then began to talk about his dislikes with the literary world and in a similar 
fashion to the portion of the lecture addressing visual art he had a bone to pick with 
people who he did not think were working hard enough on their craft talking about 
how the only use of master of fine arts creative writing programs was they forced 
graduate students to write, and saying things like “I think they shouldn’t let writers 
teach, I think they should really start writing.” He went on to deride the pretensions of 
intellectuals “Think of all the energy that has been spent by bright people on 
Foucault and Derrida, mention them in France and people will say oh yes I think I 
remember them…an intellectual is not a creator of art they are a consumer” his 
stand point was consistent throughout the speech, it seems he wishes desperately 
for hard work and honesty in the art world, a freedom from pretension, and art 
created for the artists sake not for the sake of a charming aristocracy or a minority of 
intellectuals who only appreciate a piece because it is in essence unappreciable. He 
ended his speech on a strong note saying “I would urge every artist in this room to 
forget what I just said, and do the kind of work you want to see. It will be much more 
unique” this summarized his entire standpoint. He wishes artists to work, writers to 



write and creative individuals to create things for themselves. 
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1-Tom Wolfe mentioned the possibility that when conceptual art is bought, the collector 
will own the concept. Is that the case? 
 
    During Tom Wolfe's keynote speech, he mentioned something seemingly problematic.  
He was speaking of contemporary art pieces such as installations and concept art and said 
something to the effect of "what do you do with it? Where do you put it?"  It is true that 
these pieces that have more to do with the idea behind them than the manifested 
representation we view.  He then mentioned that when/if you were to buy a concept piece 
then, "I guess you own that concept too."  Is this really the case? 
 
    In most instances, I believe the answer to be no.  If the same concept can be reused and 
has been used by other artists, than the originality of the piece lies in the manifestation of 
that concept, and that manifestation is what one purchases.  The message of the concept 
cannot be articulated without the materials which are tangible. Ownership implies that no 
one else owns what you posses.  One may own the tangible piece, but one does not own 
the thoughts surrounding it.  I could be wrong, but I doubt artists patent or copy write 
their concepts to ensure no one else uses that concept in a piece of art work.  Most of the 
time I believe the concept is not meant to be written in English, or any other language, 
but instead communicated through other means- hence the piece of artwork and the need 
for art to exist as a primarily literary-less medium.   
 
    If one were to own the concept of a piece, then one could sue other artists or collectors 
if they felt their concept were being used.  In that instance, if that were to be 
hypothetically attempted, the artists/collector could argue the differences between the 
concepts.  In addition, they could challenge the piece that was claiming ownership and 
say that that piece in fact did not articulate the concept in question.  If conceptual 
ownership were really an issue, then the art world would create an establishment or 
system to preserve ownership of ideas.  But this type of argument does not happen for 
good reason. 
 
    Even though an artist may feel their piece represents a specific concept, it may convey 



something different to someone else.  That is a fundamental aspect of art anyhow, its 
subjectivity.  If collectors were to own concepts, it would undermine the authority of art 
as a medium of which is beyond language and unwavering statements.  To assume that 
one could own the concept behind a piece is to declare the piece has but one meaning and 
that visual art is no different than words on a page. 
 


