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what is contemporary art terry smith is a question that delves into the influential ideas
and critical perspectives offered by Terry Smith, a prominent art historian and theorist
specializing in contemporary art. This article explores Smith’s definition and
conceptualization of contemporary art, his contributions to understanding global art
practices, and the frameworks he employs to analyze the diverse and dynamic field. By
examining his key publications and theoretical approaches, the article provides a
comprehensive overview of what contemporary art means within Terry Smith’s scholarship.
Readers will gain insight into the evolving nature of contemporary art, its socio-cultural
contexts, and the critical debates that Smith engages with. The following sections outline
the various dimensions of Terry Smith’s impact on art history and contemporary art
discourse, offering a detailed guide for scholars, students, and enthusiasts alike.

Terry Smith’s Definition of Contemporary Art

The Global Turn in Contemporary Art

Key Concepts in Terry Smith’s Criticism

Major Works and Contributions

Impact on Art History and Contemporary Practice

Terry Smith’s Definition of Contemporary Art
Terry Smith approaches contemporary art as a complex, multifaceted phenomenon that
resists simple categorization. According to Smith, contemporary art is not confined to a
specific style or medium; instead, it encompasses a wide array of practices that respond to
current social, political, and cultural conditions. He emphasizes the temporal aspect of
contemporary art, suggesting that it is art produced in the present moment or recent past,
reflecting contemporary realities and concerns. This definition moves beyond traditional art
historical periods and challenges fixed boundaries, highlighting the fluidity and plurality
inherent in contemporary artistic expression.

Temporal and Social Dimensions
Smith argues that contemporary art is deeply embedded in the temporal immediacy of its
production and reception. It often engages directly with pressing social issues such as
globalization, identity politics, and technological change. This situates contemporary art
within a dynamic framework where artists respond to and shape the cultural landscape of
their time. The social dimension is crucial as it frames contemporary art not just as
aesthetic objects but as active participants in societal discourse.



Multiplicity of Forms and Practices
Contemporary art under Smith’s definition is characterized by diversity in form, including
painting, sculpture, digital media, performance, installation, and hybrid practices. This
multiplicity reflects the openness of the contemporary field, encouraging experimentation
and innovation. Smith highlights that understanding contemporary art requires
acknowledging this diversity and the different contexts from which it emerges.

The Global Turn in Contemporary Art
One of Terry Smith’s significant contributions to art theory is his emphasis on the
globalization of contemporary art. He critiques Eurocentric narratives that have traditionally
dominated art history and promotes a more inclusive approach that recognizes art from
multiple geographic, cultural, and political contexts. This global perspective challenges the
dominance of Western art centers and highlights the interconnectedness of artistic
practices worldwide.

Decentering Western Art Narratives
Smith’s work critically examines how global art scenes complicate the notion of a single,
linear art history. By decentering Western perspectives, he brings attention to artists and
art movements in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and other regions, emphasizing their unique
contributions and interactions within the global art system. This approach fosters a more
equitable understanding of contemporary art’s diversity.

Transnational Networks and Exchanges
In his analysis, Smith explores how contemporary art operates through transnational
networks, including biennials, international exhibitions, and digital platforms. These
networks facilitate exchanges between artists, curators, and audiences across borders,
creating a complex web of influences and collaborations. This global interconnectedness is
a defining feature of contemporary art practices today.

Key Concepts in Terry Smith’s Criticism
Terry Smith employs several key concepts to analyze and critique contemporary art. These
concepts provide tools for understanding the social, political, and cultural dimensions of
artistic production and reception. Among these are the idea of “contemporaneity,” the role
of the “global art system,” and the notion of “art worlds.”

Contemporaneity
Smith’s concept of contemporaneity refers to the shared experience of living and creating
in the present time. It captures the simultaneity of diverse temporalities and histories that



coexist in contemporary art. Contemporaneity encourages consideration of how different
cultural traditions and historical moments intersect and influence contemporary artistic
expressions.

The Global Art System
The global art system is a framework Smith uses to describe the institutional, economic,
and social structures that shape contemporary art’s production and distribution. This
includes galleries, museums, collectors, critics, and funding bodies. Understanding this
system is vital for comprehending how contemporary art gains visibility and value on the
international stage.

Art Worlds
Drawing on sociological theory, Smith discusses “art worlds” as communities of
practitioners, audiences, and institutions that collectively produce meaning around art.
These art worlds vary regionally and culturally, influencing the interpretation and
significance of contemporary artworks. This concept underscores the relational nature of art
and its embeddedness in social contexts.

Major Works and Contributions
Terry Smith has authored numerous influential books, essays, and lectures that have
shaped contemporary art studies. His scholarship is widely recognized for its rigorous
analysis and innovative theoretical frameworks. Some of his major works provide
foundational texts for understanding what contemporary art is from a critical and scholarly
perspective.

Notable Publications

“What Is Contemporary Art?” – This pivotal book outlines Smith’s approach to
defining and understanding contemporary art, offering a comprehensive theoretical
framework.

“Contemporary Art: World Currents” – In this work, Smith explores the global
dimensions of contemporary art and the dynamics of the international art scene.

“Thinking Contemporary Curating” – This book examines the role of curators in
shaping contemporary art discourse and practice.



Academic and Curatorial Influence
Beyond his writings, Smith’s influence extends to his roles as a professor, curator, and
critic. His teaching and curatorial projects have helped disseminate his ideas and foster
critical dialogue about contemporary art. This multifaceted engagement demonstrates his
commitment to advancing the field both theoretically and practically.

Impact on Art History and Contemporary Practice
Terry Smith’s contributions have had a lasting impact on how contemporary art is studied,
taught, and understood globally. His emphasis on globalization, contemporaneity, and
institutional frameworks has reshaped art historical methodologies and expanded the scope
of contemporary art discourse.

Shaping Art Historical Methodologies
Smith’s work encourages art historians to adopt interdisciplinary and global perspectives.
By integrating cultural studies, sociology, and political theory, he advocates for a more
nuanced and critical approach to art history that reflects the complexities of contemporary
artistic production.

Influencing Contemporary Artists and Curators
Artists and curators have also engaged with Smith’s theories to inform their practices. His
insights into the global art system and the role of curating have influenced exhibition
strategies and artistic collaborations, promoting more inclusive and critical approaches to
contemporary art presentation.

Educational Contributions
Through his academic appointments and public lectures, Terry Smith has played a vital role
in educating new generations of art scholars and practitioners. His clear articulation of
complex ideas has made contemporary art theory more accessible and relevant to a broad
audience.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Terry Smith in the context of contemporary art?
Terry Smith is a prominent art historian and theorist known for his influential work on
contemporary art and its global contexts.



What is Terry Smith's definition of contemporary art?
Terry Smith defines contemporary art as art produced in the late 20th and early 21st
centuries that reflects current cultural, social, and political conditions, emphasizing global
perspectives and diverse practices.

What are some key themes Terry Smith explores in his
writings on contemporary art?
Terry Smith explores themes such as globalization, the institutional frameworks of art,
cultural politics, and the evolving nature of artistic practices in the contemporary era.

How has Terry Smith contributed to the understanding
of contemporary art's global nature?
Terry Smith has highlighted the importance of viewing contemporary art within a global
context, addressing how artists and institutions interact across cultures and challenge
Western-centric narratives.

What is the significance of Terry Smith's book 'What is
Contemporary Art?'
In 'What is Contemporary Art?', Terry Smith provides a comprehensive analysis of
contemporary art's complexities, offering insights into its history, practices, and critical
interpretations.

How does Terry Smith differentiate contemporary art
from modern art?
Terry Smith differentiates contemporary art from modern art by emphasizing that
contemporary art is produced in the present era, focusing on current issues and diverse
global perspectives, whereas modern art is historically situated in the late 19th and early
20th centuries with specific stylistic movements.

Why is Terry Smith's perspective important for students
and scholars of contemporary art?
Terry Smith's perspective is important because it offers a nuanced, critical framework for
understanding contemporary art beyond traditional Western art history, encouraging a
more inclusive and dynamic approach to art studies.

Additional Resources
1. What is Contemporary Art? by Terry Smith
This foundational book by Terry Smith offers an insightful exploration of the nature and
development of contemporary art. Smith examines the cultural, social, and political



contexts that shape contemporary art practices worldwide. The book is praised for its
accessibility and depth, making complex ideas understandable for both students and
general readers interested in modern art.

2. Contemporary Art: World Currents by Terry Smith
In this comprehensive survey, Terry Smith maps the global landscape of contemporary art,
highlighting key movements, artists, and themes from around the world. The book
challenges Eurocentric perspectives by emphasizing diverse artistic expressions in Africa,
Asia, and Latin America. It serves as an essential resource for understanding how
contemporary art functions in a globalized context.

3. Thinking Contemporary Curating by Terry Smith
This book delves into the role of curators in shaping contemporary art exhibitions and
discourses. Smith discusses curatorial practices as a form of creative intervention that
influences how art is perceived and valued. It is a critical read for those interested in
museum studies, art history, and the intersection of art and cultural institutions.

4. Contemporary Art: World Currents, 2nd Edition by Terry Smith
An updated version of the original, this edition incorporates recent developments and
emerging trends in contemporary art. Smith revisits key concepts and expands on new
global dynamics affecting artists and institutions. The book remains a vital text for
understanding the evolving nature of contemporary art in the 21st century.

5. Globalizing Contemporary Art: A Critical Reader by Terry Smith
This collection, edited by Terry Smith, brings together essays from various scholars
addressing the effects of globalization on contemporary art. The text explores themes such
as cultural exchange, identity, and the art market's impact on artistic production. It
provides a multifaceted perspective on how global forces shape contemporary artistic
practices.

6. Art and the Global Economy by Terry Smith
Focusing on the intersection between contemporary art and economic systems, this book
analyzes how market forces influence artistic creation and distribution. Smith investigates
the commodification of art and its implications for artists and audiences alike. The work is
crucial for understanding the economics behind the contemporary art world.

7. Contemporary Art and Multicultural Education by Terry Smith
This book addresses the role of contemporary art in promoting multicultural understanding
and education. Smith discusses how art can serve as a platform for dialogue across diverse
cultural backgrounds. It is particularly useful for educators and students interested in the
educational potential of contemporary art.

8. Contemporary Art and Globalization by Terry Smith
Here, Smith explores how globalization reshapes artistic practices, themes, and institutions.
The book examines the tensions and opportunities that arise when local traditions intersect
with global influences. It provides a nuanced analysis of contemporary art’s place within
global cultural flows.

9. The Contemporary Art Scene: An Introduction by Terry Smith
This introductory text offers an overview of key artists, movements, and concepts defining
the contemporary art scene today. Smith presents a balanced narrative that includes



critical debates and emerging trends. It is ideal for newcomers seeking to familiarize
themselves with contemporary art’s dynamic landscape.
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