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Introduction
These Americans have had it all their
own way for far too long.
Damien Hirst, 19991

As early as 1948, the American critic
Clement Greenberg (1986) made the
shocking declaration that “the main
premises of Western art have at last
migrated to the United States,” and
that New York had replaced Paris as
the center of the world of advanced art.
During the early 1950s, the growing
recognition that Jackson Pollock,
Willem de Kooning, Mark Rothko, and
their fellow Abstract Expressionists
were the leading artistic innovators of
their time led to a widespread acceptance of Greenberg’s proposition
among American observers. The subsequent revolution, which began in the
late 1950s, in which the experimental
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approach of the Abstract Expressionists was overthrown by a series of conceptual innovations made by Jasper
Johns, Robert Rauschenberg, the Pop
artists, and the Minimalists, was carried out entirely in New York, and only
served to emphasize the American
dominance of the contemporary art
world. By 1983, the preeminence of
New York was so obvious that even a
French scholar, Serge Guilbaut, conceded the point and wrote a monograph explaining How New York Stole
the Idea of Modern Art.
Within the past decade, however, a
number of English critics have claimed
that New York has been displaced as
the center of the advanced art world by
London, as a result of the achievements of the young British artists, or
YBAs. The YBAs burst onto the art
scene in 1988 in Freeze, a group exhibition held in an empty warehouse in
London’s Docklands. The show was
curated by Damien Hirst, who was
then an art student at Goldsmiths’
College, and nearly all the exhibitors
were fellow students of Hirst’s. Freeze
was soon followed by a number of similar group exhibitions, and the artists
involved, with some others of their
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generation, gained a common identity
as a new movement in art. The label
for the group was cemented by a series
of shows presented by the collector
and dealer Charles Saatchi, beginning
in 1992, titled Young British Artists.
In 1995 Richard Cork, the art critic
for The Times, observed that “New art
in this country enjoys an outstandingly
high reputation today. Curators, critics
and collectors in many different countries are excited about the vitality of
British artists.” Cork (2003) observed
that the YBAs “have proved that
Britain is capable of producing a
remarkably self-assured and inventive
generation busily redefining accepted
ideas about what art can be,” and speculated that “they may well go on to
win for modern British art an even
higher reputation than the one it
already enjoys.” In 1997 Norman
Rosenthal, the Exhibitions Secretary
of the Royal Academy of Arts, London,
cautiously but firmly raised the possibility that London had already overtaken New York:
Can London become the unchallenged
center for the practice and presentation
of contemporary art? In the past, Paris,
New York and even Düsseldorf have
been able aggressively to claim this
role, by virtue of the density of activity
in each city over considerable periods
of time, with many artists, as well as
collectors and galleries, contributing to
the debate with originality and daring.
If London could now claim such a position, that would be a first, and surely
grounds for celebration (Adams 1997).

And just a year later, in an early
example of the definite assertion of
English preeminence, the critic
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Matthew Collings (1998), who
received an MA in Fine Art from
Goldsmiths’ College, flatly declared:
“Always remember, New Yorkers,
young British art now dominates the
world, even your world.” Today,
English confidence in the YBAs has
grown to remarkable heights. So for
example a Financial Times columnist
(Brewster 2005) recently compared
their leader to the greatest artist of the
twentieth century, asking “Will
Damien Hirst... be seen in the same
light as Picasso by 2050?”
In the long run, artistic importance
depends on influence: the most important artists are those who have the
greatest impact on the art of the next
generation. In the past, gauging artistic
influence might require decades, for
there could be substantial lags in the
diffusion of significant inventions. As
will be discussed below, however,
these lags are generally shorter today,
for the nature of contemporary art
allows innovations to diffuse quickly,
and allows new methods to be adopted
quickly by other artists. It is still possible for influence to manifest itself over
longer periods, so an assessment of the
importance of the YBAs made today
cannot be final. Yet as Damien Hirst
arrives at the age of 40, it is of some
interest to see how the YBAs are doing,
based on the returns to date.

The market test
The art world’s about money.
Damien Hirst, 1996

The auction market provides a vast
amount of information about the relative importance of different artists.
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