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N u l n ’échappe à la nécessaire com m unica tion  

des consciences. La form e souveraine de 

la vie, en art comme ailleurs, est la coexistence. 
Le monde de l ’art, comme l ’univers to u t 
entier, a so if de com m union, de correspondance 
et de vie sociale. Pour l ’artiste comme pour 
chacun, comme pour le Musée, la présence 
d ’a u tru i est tou jours corré lative à sa 
propre présence au monde.

M a r c e l  B r i s e b o i s  

D ir e c te u r



A v a n t - p r o p o s

L u c e t t e  B o u c h a r d

D ir e c t r i c e  de l ’ é d u c a t io n  e t de la  d o c u m e n ta t io n

Les 10 et 11 décembre 1995 se tena it au Musée d ’a rt contem porain de M ontréa l 
le co lloque Utopies modernistes. Postformalisme et pureté de la  vision. D euxièm e 
événement de la série Définitions de la  culture visuelle, ce colloque faisait suite 
à celu i tenu en mars 1993 in t itu lé  Revoir la  New A r t  History. A lo rs que la 
prem ière rencontre réunissait p rinc ipa lem ent des théoriciens britann iques, 
Utopies modernistes a présenté des penseurs am éricains q u i avaient p ris  
pos ition  face aux théories formalistes ayant cours aux É tats-U nis duran t 
les années cinquante.

La réa lisa tion  de ce co lloque posait un défi de ta il le  à no tre  équipe.
Tout d ’abord, les succès répétés de nos colloques ne devaient pas s’estom­
p e r. Le  p u b l ic  n o m b r e u x  e t f id è le  ne s e ra i t  pas d é ç u . N o n  
seulement nous fa l la it - il  répondre aux besoins que nous avions suscités, 
mais encore devions-nous renouveler, surprendre. I l  n ’y ava it aucun 
doute dans notre esprit : au tant la form e que le contenu se devaient 
d ’être époustouflants!
Q uant à la form e, l ’expérience nous avait déjà appris l ’im portance d ’un 
espace confortable, la nécessité des traductions simultanées, le grand 
in té rê t pour les partic ipants de recevoir une docum entation scientifique 
rigoureuse. La qua lité  du contenu é ta it assurée dès le m om ent où les 
B u ch lo h , B u rg in , C u b it t ,  de D uve , D u b re u il-B lo n d in , G reenberg, 
Huyssen, Jay, K e lly , Krauss, M itc h e ll, P iper et Stafford avaient accepté 
l ’in v ita tio n  du  Musée à ven ir liv re r les résultats de leurs p lus récentes 
recherches. S ig n a lo n s  q u ’au g ra n d  re g re t de to u s , A d r ia n  P ip e r, 
au dern ier m om ent, n ’a pu  ven ir à M o n tréa l'. Com m e to u t événement 
d u  genre , la  re n co n tre  e lle -m ê m e  re c e la it que lques su rp rises, ta n t 
dans les propos des conférenciers que dans les échanges entre ceux-ci et 
avec l ’aud ito ire .

La p u b lic a t io n  de ce q u a tr iè m e  num éro  de la c o lle c t io n  Conférences et 
Colloques s’in sc rit dans le p ro longem ent du  co lloque Utopies modernistes —  
Postformalisme et pureté de la  vision. O n  y lira  les textes présentés lors du  colloque 
par V ic to r B u rg in , Sean C u b it t ,  N ico le  D u b re u il-B lo n d in , Reesa Greenberg,



M a rtin  Jay, M ary K e lly  et Barbara M aria  Stafford. A d rian  P iper collabore aussi à la 
p u b lica tion  avec un autre texte relié à la thém atique du colloque. S’y trouven t aussi 

les textes de C hris tine  B ernier et de Susan Douglas, qu i on t agi comme modératrices. 

C hris tine  Bernier, conceptrice du colloque, signe le texte d ’in tro d u c tio n .
Q uant aux com m unications données par B enjam in H . D . B uch loh , T h ie rry  de Duve, 
Andreas Huyssen, Rosalind Krauss, W .J.T. M itc h e ll et les modérateur et m odératrice 
H a l Foster et Janine Marchessault, elles on t été m inutieusem ent enregistrées, to u t 
comme les échanges qu i s’ensu iv irent. Ces archives sont disponibles pour consulta­
tio n  à la M édiathèque du Musée.
Par les colloques et par la pub lica tion  de leurs actes, le Musée d ’art contem porain 
de M ontréa l entend a ffirm er haut et fo r t son existence comme lieu  de savoir consacré 
à ses pub lics , des pub lics  diversifiés. Le Musée rem ercie les auteurs, q u i on t non 

seulem ent con tribué  au succès du co lloque Utopies modernistes —  Post formalisme et 
pureté de la  vision^ mais on t aussi généreusement perm is la pub lica tion  de leurs textes. 
E nfin , le Musée d ’a rt contem porain de M ontréa l salue la présence et la pa rtic ipa tion  

des quelque neu f cents personnes inscrites au colloque et leur dédie cet ouvrage.

1. Adrian Piper, dont le propos nous paraît essentiel au thème discuté, aura donné sa conférence au Musée le 16 octobre 1996.



I n t r o d u c t i o n

D É F I N I T I O N S  DE L A  C U L T U R E  V I S U E L L E  I I .  
U T O P I E S  M O D E R N I S T E S  —  P O S T F O R M A L I S M E  
E T  P U R E T É  DE LA V I S I O N

C h r i s t i n e  B e r n i e r

R esponsab le  d u  S e rv ice  de l ’é d u c a tio n  au M usée  d ’a r t  c o n te m p o ra in  
de M o n tré a l, C h ris tin e  B e rn ie r d é tie n t une m a îtr ise  en h is to ire  de l ’a rt 
à l ’U n ive rs ité  de M ontréa l, où elle prépare un doctorat en litté ra tu re  com ­
parée. Sa thèse porte sur la m uséification de la cu ltu re  et sur les pratiques 
artistiques contemporaines. O rganisatrice du colloque L ’image de la  mort et 
de la série Définitions de la  culture visuelle (colloques Revoir la  New A r t  
History et Utopies modernistes —  Postformalisme et pureté de la vision'), e lle a 
écrit à t it re  d ’auteure inv itée  pour différentes expositions et a collaboré à 
plusieurs revues d ’art et de litté ra tu re .

C h ris tin e  B ern ie r, H ead o f the E duca tion  D e p a rtm e n t at the Musée 

d ’a rt contem porain de M ontréa l, holds a m aster’s degree in  a rt h is to ry  
from  the U n ive rs ité  de M on tréa l, where she is cu rre n tly  co m p le tin g  a 
doctorate in  com parative lite ra tu re . H e r thesis focuses on the “ museu- 
m iz a tio n ” o f  c u ltu re  and on con tem po ra ry  a r t is t ic  practices. She was 
responsible fo r organ iz ing  the sym posium  The Image o f Death and the series 
Definitions o f Visual Culture (symposia e n titled  The New A r t  History — Revisted 

and Modernist Utopias — Postformalism and Pure Visuality). She has also served 
as guest au thor fo r several exh ib itions and has con tribu ted  to a num ber o f art 
and lite ra ry  journals.



E f cela parce que la  peinture hollandaise ne s’est jamais constituée comme une tra d i­
tion qui progresse. Elle n’a pas produit une histoire dans le sens où la  peinture le f i t  
en Italie. A vo ir une histoire dans ce sens ita lien est une exception pour l ’a rt et non 

point la  règle. La  p lupart des traditions artistiques correspondent à ce qui persiste et 
se maintient dans la  culture, et non pas à ce qui change. Je ne propose donc pas 
d ’étudier / ’h is to ire  de la  peinture hollandaise, mais la  cu ltu re  v isue lle  hol­
landaise —  pour reprendre l ’expression de Michœl Baxandall.

Svetlana Alpers^

Le présent ouvrage propose au lecteur quelques dé fin itions de la cu ltu re  visuelle 
contem poraine. I l  ne s’ag it pas de «découvrir» de nouvelles théories. I l  ne s’a g it pas 
davantage de se positionner à l ’avant-garde d ’une cohorte de penseurs q u i verra ient 
déjà, avant tous les autres, ce q u ’i l  est en tra in  d ’advenir de nous, de notre cu ltu re , en 
prophétisant le « fu tu r»  de l ’art. Cette p u b lica tio n  s’in sc rit dans une certaine actualité  
de l ’ac tiv ité  in te lle c tue lle  dans la mesure où elle nous inc ite  à re lire  d ’un oeil c ritiq u e  
des textes que nous pensions connaître et à vo ir autrem ent des œuvres don t on avait 
in tégré  certaines in te rpré ta tions prescrites par des théories in fluentes.

Avec nostalgie, parfois, nous nous sentons au jo u rd ’h u i très lo in  d ’un certa in 

confort que p rocu ra it l ’avant-gardism e, à l ’époque où la poursu ite  d ’un inépuisable 
nouveau, tou jours v irtu e lle m e n t sur le p o in t d ’être découvert, pouva it constituer un 
b u t valable. Déjà, face aux certitudes utopiques du progrès et de la découverte, le 
dom aine des sciences pures reconnaît avoir rendu les armes : «Les scientifiques ont 
renoncé depuis longtem ps à l ’idée d ’une vérité  q u i serait l ’im age exacte d ’une réalité 

qu i a ttend ra it s im p lem ent d ’être dévoilée^.» Dans le champ qu i nous préoccupe, celui 

de la cu ltu re , notons que D avid  Ross, i l  y a presque d ix  ans, posait aussi en termes 
clairs la question p rob lém atique de la découverte et de l ’avant-garde en art :

Q uelle  est la fonction  et quel est le b u t de l ’a c tiv ité  avant-gardiste à l ’in ­
té r ie u r d ’une cu ltu re  postm oderne? Si la p ra tiq u e  avant-gard is te  existe 
encore, p e u t-e lle  fo n c tio n n e r de m an iè re  au tonom e, ou d o it-e lle  être 
engagée ou reliée à une pos ition  idéo log ique identifiab le? Est-ce que l ’état 
précaire de la co n d itio n  sociale et économ ique in te rna tiona le  est reflété 
dans la perception de ce q u i peut être considéré au jourd ’h u i comme une 
avant-garde véritable^?

Je précise à dessein que ce problèm e a surgi avant le début des années 90, pour 

insister sur le fa it que la question ne peut p lus être cernée à l ’in té rie u r du  registre de 

la découverte du  nouveau. La d iff ic u lté  à laquelle  nous sommes m ain tenant confron­
tés réside p lu tô t dans la vitesse à laquelle surgissent au jourd ’hu i des différences don t 
on ne sait pas v ra im en t si elle do ivent être définies comme des «nouveautés» —  n i s’i l
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est pe rtinen t, le cas échéant, de les é tud ier comme telles. A in s i, nous nous retrouvons, 
paradoxalement, à la fois soucieux d ’appro fond ir notre réflexion sur l ’œuvre et avides 
de suivre le ry thm e de la vie cu ltu re lle  actuelle.

La véritable actua lité  de ces textes se situe donc dans l ’urgence et la nécessité 
de penser m algré l ’accélération. O u, plus précisément, d ’avoir recours à des notions 
con trad ic to ires  com m e l ’accélération et la ré flex ion  p o u r exam iner la c u ltu re  et 
l ’art actuels.

U t o p i e s , a u j o u r d ’ h u i  e n c o r e

Le t itre  du colloque. Utopies modernistes —  Postformalisme et pureté de la  vision^ 
laisse entendre que nous aurions dépassé l ’époque du m odernism e et de ses utopies. 
Cela est vra i, en un sens, puisque la m o rt proclamée des «grands récits» et des idéo lo­
gies s’y rattachant nous laisse aux prises avec certaines questions problém atiques. 
Com m e le d isa it N ico le  D u b re u il-B lo n d in  dans une entrevue accordée au jou rna l 
Le Devoir lors du colloque, i l  y a actuellem ent un vide : «Les utopies du modernism e 
étaient reliées à des récits de libé ra tion  et elles sont toutes mortes avec les grands p ro ­
jets de société'^.» Cela est très im p o rta n t, puisque ce vide, lorsque nous l ’associons aux 
questions q u i nous préoccupent, est souvent id en tifié  à la d iffic u lté  de l ’a rt à répondre 
à certaines nécessités (d ’ordre social, p o lit iq u e  ou esthétique). C ’est alors, bien sûr, 
que resurg it le problèm e du manque de critères en m atière d ’appréciation de l ’œuvre 
d ’art. Ce n ’est pas une coïncidence si Catherine M ille t ,  en décrivant ce phénomène, 
parle des espaces utopiques de l ’a rt :

Le désarroi actuel devant la d iffic u lté  à fonder de nouveaux critères, avant 
d ’être l ’écho de l ’éclectisme des œuvres postmodernes, est b ien sûr la con­
séquence des valeurs contradicto ires avancées par la m odern ité  elle-même.
[...}  À  la lim ite , chaque œuvre prétend fonder les critères selon lesquels elle 
d o it être regardée, ce q u i, en fa it, depuis un certa in temps déjà, autorise 
précisém ent le c r it iq u e  d ’a rt à ne pas s’appuyer exclus ivem ent sur ces 
critères p ou r p o rte r son ju g e m e n t, mais à p rendre  en com pte  aussi le 
processus de d iffé renc ia tion  par lequel ils  on t été forgés^.
Je n ’ira i pas, ic i, jusqu ’à parler de la fin  de l ’a rt n i même de celle de l ’in s titu tio n . 

C ’est d ’a illeurs avec prudence que je propose l ’expression d ’utopies modernistes. Car si 
nous pouvons id e n tifie r certaines utopies propres à la pensée m oderniste (ce que nous 
verrons dans les textes q u i suivent), i l  serait déjà im p ru d e n t, comme nous le rappelle 
Andreas Huyssen, d ’avancer l ’idée de la fin  des utopies —  ou de la fin  de l ’a rt :

La pensée u top ique , ainsi que l ’a rt, a tou jours survécu à ses enterrements 

prématurés et, à certains m om ents, a dém ontré des résurrections spectacu-
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laires à p a rt ir  des non-lieux, des lieux perdus sur la carte de la vie sociale et 
c u ltu re lle . La surv ie  et la renaissance, le désir d ’a n n ih ile r  la m o rt, la 

recherche d ’une autre vie, on t tou jours com pté parm i les plus in flex ib les 

pu ls ions ayant co n tr ibué  à garder v ivan te  l ’u top ie  dans l ’adversité. A u  
cours de notre siècle, le discours sur la fin de l ’u top ie  est aussi endémique 
p o u r l ’ im a g in a tio n  u to p iq u e  que ses v is ions d ’un au tre  m onde, celles 
d ’autres temps ou d ’autres états d ’esprit.

La pensée u top ique  a survécu aux déclarations de son obsolescence 
dans le Manifeste com m uniste , elle a survécu à sa déperd ition  dans le m arx­
isme scientifique et au cours du XX '" siècle elle a ressurgi, triom pha le , dans 
le marxisme lu i-m êm e, entre autres dans les travaux de B lock et d ’Adorno, 
B en jam in  et Marcuse. E lle  a aussi survécu aux avertissem ents de K a rl 
M annhe im  dans Idéologie und Utopie, q u i se l i t  a u jo u rd ’hu i com m e une 
an tic ipa tion  de la posthistoire*^.
Prudence, donc. Nous pouvons même nous demander s’i l  ne faut pas revo ir la 

connotation péjorative rattachée au m o t «utopie» à travers les m u ltip le s  in te rp ré ta ­
tions auxquelles ce term e donne lieu . A in s i, dans un texte sur H annah A rendt^, 

Janine Marchessault s itue le centre u top ique  de la théorie sociale de A rend t dans 

l ’im ag ina tion , qu i perm et à la pensée d ’é la rg ir les frontières de l ’expérience physique, 
de poser des jugem ents sur le monde et de prendre des décisions concrètes à propos 
de s ign ifica tions , illuso ires  ou non. L’im a g in a tio n  s tim u le  la création de réalités 
nouve lles , l ’expression de la d iffé rence  et du  désaccord, de la com préhens ion  
réc ip roque  et de la s o lid a rité . Selon M archessault, c ’est p récisém ent cet aspect 
p a rticu lie r du trava il de A rend t, c’est-à-dire son désir de s ituer l ’action en re lation 
avec une vis ion du passé et du fu tu r, qu i offre de riches possib ilités à une p o lit iq u e  
de l ’id e n tité  qu i a reconnu les nécessités d ’une coalition^. A fin  de m ettre  en évidence 
la re la tion entre la tem pora lité  de l ’action com m unica tive  de A rend t et la fonction  
de l ’im a g in a tio n , Marchessault te rm ine  son com m enta ire  avec une descrip tion  de 
l ’u top ie  selon Louis M a rin  :

Dans le schème kantien , l ’u top ie  n ’est pas une image ou une représenta­
tion . E lle  n ’appartien t pas à une idéologie définie. C ’est le m onogram m e de 
l ’art de la pure fic tion  sur toutes ces lim ite s  et frontières que dessine la pen­
sée hum aine afin d ’a tte indre  un savoir partagé par plusieurs êtres hum ains; 
q u ’in sc rit et déplace l ’hum ain  afin de devenir un pouvo ir c o lle c t if et de 
s’accom plir dans l ’action (...). L’u top ie  est le po ten tie l in fin i des figures h is­
toriques (...) l ’u top ie  est la figure p lu rie lle  du trava il in fin i de la l im ite  ou 
de la fron tiè re  dans l ’histoire^''.
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M o d e r n i s m e S A N S  L E  « P O  s T  »

Ces précautions étant prises, i l  faut bien reconnaître toutefo is que nous nous 
devons de constater l ’e ffritem en t des critères pour apprécier l ’a rt et en même temps 
adm ettre  que les in s titu tio n s  cu ltu re lles  sont décrites par les chercheurs q u i s’en 
préoccupent comme étant en crise. L’idée de ré fléch ir sur un thème comme les Utopies 
modernistes im p liq u e  que nous devions nous pencher sur les cjuestions du postform a­
lism e et de la pureté de la v ision, d ’abord parce q u ’une te lle  démarche nous fo u rn it un 
bon moyen de v o ir  où nous en sommes au jo u rd ’hu i face à notre cu ltu re  visuelle; 
plusieurs parlent de postm odernism e pour la dé fin ir, tandis cjue d ’autres trouven t le 
terme insatisfaisant, notam m ent parce q u ’ i l  demeure indéfinissable.

La m eilleure voie possible dans ce contexte consiste, à ce q u ’i l  nous semble, à 
exam iner certaines théories modernistes, certaines a ttitudes, certaines manières de 
vo ir le monde. Nous parlons de théories qu i on t eu cours depuis le début de la grande 
période d ite  m oderniste (so it la fin  du X V I IL ' siècle) mais aussi de positions qu i 
da ten t des années 50. Si donc nous é tud ions  certa ins de ces discours p ou r v o ir 
pourquoi et com m ent ils n ’a rriven t plus à nous satisfaire au jourd ’hu i et pourcjuoi ils 
ne sont pas applicables à de nouvelles pratiques cu lture lles ( l ’u tilisa tio n  de l ’image 
é lectron ique ne serait q u ’un exemple), peut-ê tre  alors pourrons-nous faire un pas 
et m ieux com prendre où nous en sommes —  que cela s’appelle postm odernism e, 
postform alism e, poststructura lism e, etc. Pour cjue notre champ d ’ investiga tion  ne 
soit n i trop  vaste ni trop  vague, nous avons choisi le «postform alism e», qu i présente 
l ’avantage de proposer une re lecture de théories précises, to u t au m oins dans le 
domaine des arts visuels.

L e s o r t  f a i t  p a r  l e  « p o s t f o r m a l i s m e »

À L A  P U R E T É  D E  L A  V I S I O N

Dans le champ des arts visuels, précisément, une des caractéristiques proclamées 
des productions modernistes fu t le trava il sur la surface du tableau. A in s i, l ’h is to ire  
de la m o d e rn ité  a u ra it co ïnc idé  avec une lib é ra t io n  to u jo u rs  p lus grande de la 
pe inture. Depuis la Renaissance ita lienne, celle-ci aura it acquis une autonom ie face 
aux autres arts  e t se ra it devenue, à p ro p re m e n t p a rle r, une «chose» v isu e lle . 
L’a u to ré fé re n tia lité  de l ’œ uvre a donc été associée à la pure té  de la v is io n , idée 

véhiculée de manière catégorique dans les années 50 par les théories form alistes de 
C lem ent Greenberg. A u jo u rd ’h u i, p lusieurs auteurs se penchent sur cette pureté  
visuelle  pour en dégager le caractère u top ique  et, dans un contexte contem pora in  
q u ’on peut qua lifie r de postform aliste, les oeuvres sont vues comme m ettan t à p ro fit 
des sens autres que la v ision. C ’est m a intenant cet aspect du modernism e que nous
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aimerions examiner, pour mesurer l ’écart entre les théories «modernistes/formalistes» 

e t les a c tu e lles  p ra t iq u e s  d iscu rs ive s  e t a r t is t iq u e s  d ite s  p o s tfo rm a lis te s  e t 

postmodernistes. Q uant à la pe in ture  qualifiée de form aliste , i l  ne s’ag it évidem m ent 
pas de d ire  que le temps d ’une te lle  p ra tique  est passé mais p lu tô t de vo ir com m ent 
on regarde, avec no tre  s e n s ib ilité  ac tue lle , une te lle  p e in tu re ; com m en t no tre  
perception est inform ée par d ’autres a ttitudes qu i la com p lex ifien t et l ’enrichissent. 
Ce qu i im po rte  m a in tenant, c’est d ’exam iner notre rapport à l ’idée d ’une «pureté 
de la v is ion».

Les esthétiques modernistes on t tra d itionne llem en t été considérées comme 

le tr io m p h e  d ’une v isu a lité  pure en rappo rt e xc lu s if avec les questions 
form elles d ’op tique. L’instance la plus au to rita ire  et in fluen te  défendant 
cette pos ition  fu t le c ritiq u e  américain C lem ent Greenberg, q u i a purgé le 
tra va il de Cézanne des d im ensions corporelles et m u ltisensorie lles  que 
M erleau-P onty avait célébrées dans sa pe in ture. [...}

Si l ’h is to ire  to u t en tière  deva it se résum er à la version fo rm a lis te  
greenbergienne selon laquelle le modernism e a p riv ilé g ié  la v is ion , nous 
serions confrontés au paradoxe su ivan t ; le discours an tiv isu e l du  X X ^ 
siècle ira it  absolum ent à l ’encontre de la p ra tique  a rtis tique  dom inante de 
la même époque. En re je tan t le discours de G reenberg, q u i renda it la 
substance entièrem ent op tique, elles [certaines c ritiques} on t exp lic item en t 

rem is en question ce que Krauss appelle «la fé tich isa tion  m oderniste de la 
vue». Elles on t p lu tô t m is l ’accent sur la pu ls ion  pour réinstaurer le corps 
v iv a n t, q u i est é v id e n t, selon la le c tu re  de M e rle a u -P o n ty , ta n t chez 
les im press ionn is tes que chez Cézanne. Dans sa fo rm e  extrêm e, cette 
h is to riog raph ie  révisionniste de l ’a rt, e lle-m êm e influencée par le discours 
a n tiv is u e l français co n te m p o ra in , a ten té  d ’opposer le corps et l ’œ il, 
produ isant ainsi un p ro je t extrêm em ent paradoxal pour la pe in ture '^.

Dans son liv re  in t itu lé  Downcast Eyes, M a r tin  Jay dém ontre com m ent la v is ion, 
qu i fu t longtem ps considérée comme «le plus noble des sens», aura it été soumise, de 
m an iè re  cro issante , à un  v ig o u re u x  exam en c r it iq u e  pa r un  g rand  nom b re  de 
penseurs. Ces auteurs, q u ’on re tro u ve ra it su rto u t dans la France du  X X ^  siècle, 
aura ient déprécié la v is ion  et rem is en question sa prédom inance dans la cu ltu re  
occidentale, non seulement en exprim ant leurs doutes sur sa prétendue supériorité  
en ta n t que voie d ’accès à la connaissance, mais aussi en dénonçant son rôle a c tif dans 

l ’oppression p o lit iq u e  et sociale.
A in s i, alors q u ’i l  est beaucoup question, depuis quelque temps déjà, d ’un post­

m odernism e aussi obsédant que d iff ic ile  à cerner dans les pratiques discursives et 
artis tiques, i l  nous a semblé nécessaire de revo ir ce q u ’a pu  être le m odernism e et 
d ’exam iner com m ent nous arrivons actuellem ent à le défin ir.
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r é p o n s e  à  A n d r e a s  H u y s s e n , R e e s a  G r e e n b e r g  

E T  B a r b a r a  M a r i a  S t a f f o r d

Dans cet ouvrage, certaines in terventions sont commentées par les modérateurs 
des tables rondes du colloque. J ’a jouterai donc à cette in tro d u c tio n  quelques notes sur 
les conférences de Andreas Huyssen, Reesa Greenberg et Barbara M aria  Stafford, à 

t itre  de modératrice de leur table ronde. Situons d ’abord ces tro is  conférences dans le 
contexte de l ’événement.

Le m a tin , N ico le  D u b re u il-B lo n d in  nous a présenté M ichæ l Fried, un ardent 
défenseur des théories formalistes. Ensuite, M a rtin  Jay nous a m ontré  com m ent s’est 
organisée une réaction contre l ’oculocentrism e, c’est-à-dire l ’hégémonie de la v is ion 
comme moyen d ’accès à la connaissance. O n  a ainsi rem is en question la pureté de la 
v is ion, mais aussi la supériorité  de la v is ion  elle-même.

Dans l ’après-m id i, avec Huyssen, Greenberg et S tafford, i l  é ta it p lu tô t question 
d ’exam iner ce q u ’i l  advient de l ’œuvre quand on rem et en question certaines «utopies 

modernistes», plus pa rticu liè rem ent en re la tion  avec la localisation actuelle de l ’ob je t 
visuel. Les conférenciers se sont proposé entre autres de démasquer des théories et 
visions que nous considérons comme naturelles, ainsi que certaines caractéristiques de 
l ’œuvre q u i sont perçues comme intrinsèques à l ’image ou au m onum ent, mais qu i 
relèvent en fa it de dé fin itions q u ’on leur a accordées à un m om ent donné.

Andreas Huyssen nous pa rla it du  m o n u m e n ta l L Spécialiste des questions de 
m ém oire dans notre cu ltu re , i l  s’intéresse au lieux  q u i m arquent la m ém oire, aux 
espaces q u i tra va ille n t avec la tem pora lité ; i l  a donc, bien sûr, écrit sur les musées. 
Dans le cadre du colloque, i l  a examiné le m onum ent c o m m é m o ra tif—  et cette caté­
gorie esthétique q u ’est le m onum enta l —  sous ses angles spatiaux et temporels.

Barbara M aria  Stafford nous a aussi amené à ré fléch ir à la localisation de l ’ob jet 
v isue l (celle de l ’im age en p a rtic u lie r) , en proposant un parcours q u i p a rta it du 
cabinet de curiosités et passait par le musée m oderniste pour abou tir à l ’autoroute 
é lec tron ique  et à la n a v ig a tio n  sur le réseau In ternet^^. Barbara M a ria  S ta ffo rd , 
préoccupée des questions pédagogiques reliées à l ’image comme m oyen d ’accès à la 
connaissance, préconisait non pas de revenir à l ’oculocentrism e m oderniste, mais de 
proposer de nouvelles manières d ’u tilise r les images à des fins positives. Ce sera le rôle 
du  nouvel im agiste , don t elle nous a présenté le caractère u rgent et nécessaire.

Le trava il de Reesa Greenberg est au cœ ur des préoccupations actuelles sur la 
localisation des œuvres dans les musées, et p lus spécifiquem ent sur la s ign ifica tion  de 
l ’accrochage dans une expos ition . Dans sa co m m u n ica tio n  in t itu lé e  La  rhétorique 
de l ’arrangement : voir, c’est croire, Reesa Greenberg pose une question précise : «Quand 
on in t ro d u it  la “ d iffé re n ce ” dans l ’u to p ie  muséale m odern is te  et m o n o linéa ire .

15



avec ses éclairages homogènes et ses murs un ifo rm ém ent blancs, s’a g it- i l d ’un geste 
u top ique  et postm odern iste , d ’une v isua lisa tion  de m om ents h is to riques ou d ’un 
nouveau décor^^?»

Ces tro is in te rventions nous on t perm is de constater que la localisation de l ’ob jet 
ou de l ’image im p liq u e  la reconnaissance de sa dém atéria lisa tion (Huyssen, Stafford). 
I l  dev iend ra it nécessaire, a u jo u rd ’h u i, de reconnaître et de favoriser le p roviso ire  

(Huyssen) et l ’hétérogénéité d ’un ensemble (Greenberg, Stafford). Nous avons ainsi 
eu l ’occasion de v o ir et d ’entendre com m ent, dans la localisation de l ’ob je t visuel, 
no tre  c u ltu re  actue lle  peu t se s itue r très lo in  de certains p rinc ipes  typ iq u e m e n t 
m odernistes. Si certa ins sont à l ’œ uvre depuis le X V I IP  siècle, d ’autres se sont 
imposés i l  y a à peine 40 ans. Mais tous, encore, et souvent à notre insu, fournissent 

les résidus de systèmes de pensée qu i constru isent notre v is ion  du  monde.
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1. Svetlana Alpers, L’art de dépeindre. La peinture hollandaise au X V //' siècle, Paris, Gallimard, 1990, p. 25.

2. Extrait de l ’allocution de René Simard, recteur de TUniversité de Montréal, prononcée lors de la colla­
tion des grades de mai 1995, et citée dans Les Diplômés, n° 387, automne 1995, p. 21. On remarquera 

l ’insistance sur le fait que ce renoncement est assumé «depuis longtemps». Mais dans le domaine des 
sciences de la santé, ce type d ’affirmation coïncide avec la croissance accélérée du pouvoir du lobby 
de la médication; les compagnies pharmaceutiques sont plus que jamais axées sur la performance 
dans la découverte (voir à ce sujet l ’article récent de Greg Critser, «Oh, How Happy We W ill Be. 
Pills, Paradise and the Profits o f the Drugs Companies» dans Harper’s, New York, ju in 1996, pp. 
39-48). L’attitude qui consiste à reléguer au passé la question du résultat n’est propre qu’au 
champ théorique et ne trouve évidemment aucun écho dans le champ de l ’application. Cela 
marque un écart important entre la théorie et la pratique au sein de certaines disciplines. Ces 
idées ne peuvent toutefois être développées ici et devront faire l ’objet de discussions supplé­
mentaires sur le rapport qu’entretiennent l ’art et le corps physique (perçu comme sain ou 
malade).

3. David A. Ross, «Préfacé», Utopia Post Utopia, (catalogue d ’exposition), The Institute of 
Contemporary A rt, Boston, 1988, p. 8 (traduction libre).

4. Voir Jennifer Couëlle, «Remettre à l ’heure les pendules du modernisme». Le Devoir, 
Montréal, samedi 19 décembre 1995, pp. A l ,  A3.

5. Catherine M ille t, «L’écoute critique». A rt Press, numéro spécial De l ’objet à l ’œuvre, les espaces 
utopiques de l ’art, hors-série n° 15, 1994, pp. 8-9.

6. Andreas Huyssen, Twiligtb Memories. Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia, New York et 
Londres, Routledge, 1995, p. 85 (traduction libre).

7. Janine Marchessault, «On Hannah Arendt: “Th inking In My Identity Where Actually I Am 
N o t’’», Toronto, Public, n“ 12 (thème de ce numéro: Utopia), 1995, pp. 14-27.

8. On relit de plus en plus les textes que nous a laissés Hannah Arendt i l  y a 20 ans. Cette 
philosophie du politique nous a proposé une lecture très critique du totalitarisme. Selon Arendt, 
un système idéologique serait nécessairement totalitaire.

9. Louis Marin, cité par Janine Marchessault, op.cit., p. 27 (traduction libre).

10. Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes. The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought, Berkeley, 
Los Angeles et Londres, University o f California Press, 1993, p. 160 (traduction libre).

11. Andreas Huyssen, Monumental Seductions.

12. Barbara Maria Stafford, The New Imagist: Visual Expertise in a Transdisciplinary Multimedia Society.

13. Reesa Greenberg, Rhetoric by Arrangement: Seeing is Believing.
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LA  S C E N E  DE L A  P E I N T U R E  A P R E S  
L’ É B L O U I S S E M E N T  F O R M A L I S T E  
LE C A S  M I C H A E L  F R I E D

N i c o l e  D  u  b r  e u  i l  - B l o  n  d  i n

N ico le  D u b re u il-B lo n d in  dé tien t un doctorat en esthétique de l ’U n ive rs ité  de 
Paris X -N a n te rre  et est professeure d ’h is to ire  de l ’a rt à l ’U n iv e rs ité  de 
M ontréa l. E lle  est coéditrice de R AC AR , Revue canadienne d ’histoire de l ’a r t et 
auteure de La  fonction critique dans le Pop A r t  américain (1981 ). N ic o le  
D u b r e u i l - B lo n d in  a don n é  l ’é té d e rn ie r  une co n fé re n ce  in t i t u lé e  
« A m e rica n  F o rm a lis t C r it ic is m  and the  M o d e rn is t C anon» lo rs du  
colloque A m erican M odern ism  (U n ive rs ité  de M ontréa l). E lle  a pu b lié  
p lu s ie u rs  textes sur le m ode rn ism e  e t le fo rm a lism e , d o n t ; «L’a rt 
moderne com m e ob je t d ’h is to ire»  (R A C A R ), «M ichael F ried I  et I I»
(Trois), «La p ic tu ra lité  et l ’après-spécificité m oderniste» (Imposture).

Professor o f A r t  H is to ry  at the U n ive rs ité  de M ontréa l, N ico le  D u b re u il-  
B lo n d in  holds a doctorate in  aesthetics from  the U n ive rs ité  de Paris X -  
N anterre . She is also co-ed ito r o f R A C A R  (Canadian A r t  Review) and 
author o f  La fonction critique dans le Pop A r t  américain (1981). Professor 
D u b re u il-B lo n d o in  has pub lished  essays on m odern ism  and fo rm a lism  

and has p a rtic ip a te d  in  m any in te rn a tio n a l and n a tio n a l conferences. 
R ecently she gave a paper called “A m erican Form alis t C rit ic is m  and the 

M o d e rn is t C anon” at the  A m e rica n  M o d e rn ism  conference he ld  at the  
U n ive rs ité  de M ontréa l. H e r journa l articles inc lude “ L’a rt moderne comme 
obje t d ’h is to ire ” (R A C A R ), “ M ichæ l Fried I  and I I ” (Trois) and “La p ic tu ra lité  et 
l ’après-specificité m oderniste” (Imposture).
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L e t h é â t r e  d e  l ’ a b s o r b e m e n t

L’événement se passait i l  y a quelques années, à l ’École des Hautes Études en sci­
ences sociales de Paris, dans le cadre d ’un sém inaire co n jo in t donné par H u b e rt 
Dam isch et par le regretté Louis M arin . Je devais à l ’un de mes anciens é tudiants en 
a rt am érica in , in s c r it à ce sém inaire et rencontré fo r tu ite m e n t à la B ib lio th è q u e  
nationale, de m ’avoir signalé la venue de Michael Fried à t itre  de conférencier inv ité . 
Je m ’étais précip itée non pas ta n t pour v o ir l ’hom m e, don t les textes sur l ’art contem ­
pora in  m ’éta ien t depuis longtem ps fam ilie rs , que pou r entendre ce q u ’un ancien 
cham pion de la color-field painting  pouva it b ien trouver à d ire  à propos du fé m in in  
chez C ourbet' ! J ’avais des raisons personnelles d ’observer cette étonnante tra jecto ire  à 
rebours, pu isque des nécessités d ’ordre académique m ’in c ita ie n t aussi, après une 
prem ière spécialisation en art abstra it, à développer des cours et des recherches sur le 
X IX ^  siècle.

Q uiconque ayant fréquenté les maisons françaises d ’enseignement supérieur sait 
à quel p o in t leurs ins ta lla tions laissent à désirer. Je fus cependant un peu surprise, en 
pénétrant dans le local du  séminaire, de trouver ce grand personnage, l ’ in v ité  de toute 
évidence, affairé à déplacer les meubles selon une stratégie q u i m ’échappa au début : 
la configu ra tion  des tables apparaissait comme une sorte de com prom is entre la salle 
de classe tra d itio n n e lle  et la salle de trava il en pe tits  groupes, prenant vaguem ent la 
form e d ’un «U » qu i donna it sur un espace dégagé où se trouva ien t un écran de p ro ­
jec tion  et une chaise. O n  im ag ine  aisément la suite. Fried préparait une dém onstra­
tio n  live des concepts d ’incorpora tion  {embodiment) et d ’absorbement {absorption} qu i 
caractérisent, selon lu i,  l ’essentiel de la démarche de C ourbe t et le p o rte n t à se 
représenter dans les figures de ses tableaux^.

Je me le remémore, penché vers la surface lum ineuse de l ’écran et m im a n t, par 
une reprise des gestes du pe in tre  assis devant sa to ile , un im possib le transfert de son 
p rop re  corps dans cette  im age sans substance que c o n s titu a it la p ro je c tio n  des 
Cribleuses (1853-1854). Je n ’avais pas encore réalisé, trop  préoccupée que j ’étais par 
l ’apparente distance entre les objets d ’analyse, que M ichæ l F ried l ’h is to rien  d ’a rt 

s’in sc riva it dans la p lus parfa ite  co n tin u ité  avec M ichæ l Fried le c r it iq u e  et q u ’i l  
m ena it d ’anciennes batailles sur un nouveau terra in . De l ’avoir vu  «en chair et en os» 
abandonner, le temps d ’une dém onstra tion passionnée, la sociab ilité  requise par le 
séminaire au p ro fit d ’une contem p la tion  médusée de l ’écran, m ’apparaît au jourd ’hu i 

s y m p to m a tiq u e  d u  type  de m odern ism e  im p é n ite n t q u i caractérise la  p o s itio n  

fried ienne sur la scène de l ’h is to riog raph ie  postform aliste. C ’est pourquo i je propose 

que l ’on examine brièvem ent (je serais tentée de d ire  pendant q u ’i l  a le dos tourné!) 
com m ent Fried I I  rem et en scène le trava il de Fried V  et m a in tie n t, par une sorte de
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poussée archéologique aux sources du m odernisme, les engagements qu i avaient été 
siens durant les années soixante.

E tant donnée la prob lém atique retenue pour le présent colloque, l ’exercice peut 
présenter quelque in té rê t. I l  nous amène en effet de l ’aire c r itiq u e  du form alism e 
américain vers l ’un des grands champs de l ’h is to ire  de l ’art —  celu i du XIX*" siècle 

français —  à s’être m ontré  p a rticu liè rem en t ré ce p tif à l ’ensemble des bouleverse­

ments q u i on t marqué la d isc ip lin e  depuis m a in tenan t quelques décennies. Cette 

période d ’é labora tion  du  p ro je t m oderniste semble a tt ire r to u t ce q u i se réclame 
d ’une nouvelle approche c ritiq u e  des productions visuelles : l ’h is to ire  sociale et l ’h is­
to ire  fém in is te  de l ’art, pour ne nom m er que ces deux tendances pa rticu liè rem ent 
marquantes dans les pratiques anglo-américaines, s’y sont depuis longtem ps il lu s ­
trées, traçant la voie aux plus récentes cu ltura l studies. Si l ’on devait id e n tifie r la con­
séquence la plus manifeste des révisions en cours, i l  faudra it sans doute signaler la 
p ro lifé ra tio n  actuelle des discours sur le corps, peut-ê tre  comme a c tiv ité  com pen­
satoire, peut-ê tre  comm e stratégie de revanche, face à cette v is ib i li té  désincarnée 
q u ’avait fin i par nous imposer le modernism e triomphant'^. C ’est sur ce te rra in  que se 
démarque la pos ition  de Fried. C elu i q u ’une observation a tten tive  de l ’abstraction la 
p lus radicale de son tem ps avait entraîné aux d isc rim ina tions  fines de purs effets 
optiques, celui don t le discours a rg u m e n ta tif se tro u va it régu lièrem ent ponctué de 
l ’expression «To my eye...», s’adonnait à son to u r à une sorte de jong lerie  avec les d is­
positifs  corporels. La ré flexion q u i su it voud ra it cependant m ontre r que les corps m is 
en scène par Fried exécutent des scénarios bien particu lie rs et q u ’ils  paraissent o ffr ir  
de curieux prolégomènes à la v is ib ilité  sans entraves recherchée par les modernes.

L a  c h r o n o l o g i e  d ’ u n e  c o u p u r e

Ceux pour lesquels cette histo ire est déjà trop  fam iliè re  m ’excuseront de reprendre, 
sur un mode très succinct et pour le bénéfice général, la chronologie d ’un déplace­
m ent effectué sous le signe de la coupure. À  p a rt ir  de I9 6 0  et jusqu ’à 1970, M ichæ l 
Fried s’affirm e comme une présence constante et de plus en plus en vue dans le champ 
de l ’a rt am érica in  con tem po ra in . Sa p a rt ic ip a tio n  à la tendance c r it iq u e  q u i se 
développe autour de C lem ent Greenberg et qu i va constituer un discours dom inan t 
au début de la décennie, son a lignem ent sur les étoiles montantes de l ’abstraction 
chrom atique, to u t cela, jo in t à la s itua tion  d ’hégémonie p o lit iq u e  et cu ltu re lle  don t 
bénéficient les É ta ts-U n is à l ’époque, exp lique largem ent la conv ic tion  exprimée par 
F ried  d ’être p a rtie  in té g ra n te  d ’une fo rm e de nécessité h is to riq u e . Le c r it iq u e -  
théoric ien  défend une pe in tu re  essentie llem ent vouée à l ’exp lo ra tion  de sa propre 
spécificité et don t le défi m ajeur consiste à se réaliser comme pure expansion colorée 
.selon des stratégies form elles (entendre ic i syntaxiques) en perpétuel renouvellem ent.
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Les choses comm encent déjà à se gâter en 1965, au m om ent où Fried pub lie  le 
catalogue de son exposition  Three American Painters^. L’a rt m in im a l v ie n t en effet 
d ’apparaître sur la scène, inaugurant une série de ruptures don t la tra d it io n  de c r i­

tique  m oderniste «à la Fried» ne va pas se rem ettre. La nouvelle tendance, en p lus de 
proposer un éclatement des genres menant à une véritab le  dém otion  de la pe in ture , 
mise sur la cond ition  d ’ob je t de l ’oeuvre, sur les m odalités de sa présentation et sur 
l ’im p lica tio n  du  spectateur dans ce d ispos itif. Fried a souligné à quelques reprises 
l ’im portance des articles de 1966 et 1967 dans lesquels i l  adopte le pa rti de l ’abstrac­
tio n  contre la montée du littéra lism e^. Cette démarche devait cu lm ine r avec l ’a rtic le  
« A rt and Objecthood^», où l ’auteur dénonce cette sorte de m al absolu que constitue 
le renoncement à l ’autonom ie du m éd ium  et l ’ouverture de l ’œuvre à son contexte, 
une s itua tion  périlleuse que l ’auteur stigm atise du term e de «théâtra lité». Mêm e si 
cet a rtic le , don t le déroulem ent laborieux porte la trace d ’un profond malaise, n ’est 
pas le dern ier texte que Fried a it consacré à l ’a rt de son tem ps, i l  est d iff ic ile  de ne pas 
le considérer comme une sorte d ’adieu à la scène contem poraine. U n  des rares artistes 
à te n ir encore une place s ign ifica tive , dans les quelques études sur l ’abstraction que 
p ro d u it l ’auteur jusqu ’au début des années so ixante-d ix, est le scu lp teur A n th o n y  
Caro, comme si de déplacer tem pora irem ent ses intérêts vers un m éd ium  tr id im e n ­

sionnel a lla it donner une dernière chance à F ried de com battre  l ’a rt m in im a l sur 
son propre terra in.

C ’est du ran t cette période où s’estompe la figure du  c r itiq u e  q u ’émerge celle de 
M ichæ l Fried h is to rien  d ’a rt, essentiellem ent préoccupé des enjeux de la pe in tu re  
française depuis C h a rd in  ju sq u ’à M ane t, un a rtis te  que G reenberg et lu i-m ê m e  
reconnaissent comme le terminus a quo de l ’a ttitu d e  m oderniste. U ne a tten tion  toute  
pa rticu liè re  portée à la tra d it io n  réaliste, sanctionnée par la pa ru tion  du  liv re  sur 
C ou rbe t (1 9 9 0 ) et accompagnée d ’un  d é to u r am érica in  chez Thom as Eakins et 
Stephen Crane (1 9 8 7 )^  a u ra it p u  nous fa ire cro ire  à un changem ent com p le t de 
cap pou r celu i qu i s’é ta it fa it un ardent défenseur de l ’abstraction. N ous savons déjà 
q u ’i l  n ’en est rien. Absorption and Theatricality nous l ’annonçait dès 1980 : les travaux 
de Fried jusqu ’à ce jo u r constituen t la chronique d ’un long c o n flit  de la pe in tu re  avec 
la théâtra lité , suivant les m odalités les plus diverses qu i von t du  re je t du  spectateur 
à son assim ila tion fantasmée dans l ’espace de représentation^. O n  ne peut s’empêcher 
de songer, devant la force de persuasion qu i se dégage des textes, que cette entreprise 
de rééva luation du  passé a entre autres fonctions celle d ’app lique r un baume sur 

les malheurs du présent.
L’ im p u ls io n  a n tith é â tra le  q u i p o rte ra it la p e in tu re  à neu tra lise r la menace 

constituée par le spectateur trouve son coro lla ire, pou r Fried, dans une opération de 
rep liem ent du  m éd ium  sur lu i-m êm e, ce q u i fa it prendre à la no tion  de réalisme des
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connotations inattendues. A u  m om ent où ils  paraissent annoncer, en déployant leurs 
thém atiques de choc, un besoin de prise directe sur le monde et un goû t pour les faits 
concrets, les tableaux de C ourbet ou de Eakins visera ient une autre réa lité , don t 
les aspects to u t aussi tangibles ne peuvent émerger, dans la représentation, que sous 
le déguisement de la métaphore et de l ’allégorie: i l  s’ag it du scénario de leur propre 
p roduction  convoquant un ensemble d ’agents matériels qu i von t du corps peignant 
aux instrum ents de trava il et au support de l ’image. A lo rs que le m om ent réaliste 
donne à d ’autres interprètes, notam m ent aux tenants de l ’h is to ire  sociale, l ’occasion 
d ’une im p é ra tive  poussée vers le con texte , F ried  se concentre  to u jo u rs  sur une 
rhé torique de la pe in ture  à propos de la pe in tu re  don t i l  s’ob lige , au jourd ’hu i comme 
hier, à exam iner les m odalités historiques d ’énoncia tion '°. ( I l  faut noter ic i q u ’i l  n ’est 
pas le seul à trava ille r dans cette optique. Une certaine tra d it io n  française, celle qu i 
s’est établie  à l ’École des Hautes Études en sciences sociales, par exemple, insiste 
beaucoup sur cette capacité que possède la pe in tu re  à s’instaurer en théorie  de sa 
propre pra tique, et ceci depuis l ’avènement du tableau de chevalet'h  I I  se peut d ’autre 
part que cette approche fasse écho à l ’une des formes les plus convenues de l ’auto­
référence litté ra ire  —  l ’écritu re  habitée, voire hantée par la scène de l ’écriture  —  , ce 
qu i explique la fa c ilité  avec laquelle Fried a pu  jum e le r son essai sur les procédés com - 
positionnels du pe in tre  Eakins avec une analyse des stratégies textuelles de Crane).

L e s  y e u x  a u  c o r p s

V o ilà  donc un ensemble de corps d on t les activ ités  —  dans le cas q u i nous 
concerne, i l  serait to u t aussi juste de d ire  les états —  ne fo n t pas que se conform er 
aux rôles imposés par les sujets des tableaux et par les conventions des genres q u ’ils 
ten ten t bien souvent de bousculer. Ce à quoi ils sont affectés, du moins dans l ’op tique 
de Fried, aura it p lu tô t rapport avec le fantasme de la p roduction  de l ’œuvre et avec sa 

reprise obstinée dans l ’espace de représentation. Les m odalités de cette p ro jec tion  
peuvent varier considérablem ent : par rapport à la fo rm u le  «C ourbet», la fo rm u le  
«Eakins» suppose m oins un investissement d irect du  corps pe ignant dans les figures 
du  tableau q u ’un détour par la figure o rig ina ire  d ’un père traçant des calligraphies 
que le trava il p ic tu ra l du  fils ten te ra it de subsumer'^. Les conséquences restent tou te ­
fois les mêmes. Les corps m is en scène par la tra d it io n  réaliste paraissent so u ffrir d ’un 
curieux déclin  de la v is ion, dans laquelle  Fried c ro it reconnaître le besoin de l ’œuvre 
d ’a ffirm er son autonom ie et de préserver son authen tic ité .

Les regards baissés, détournés, voilés, absents, le plus souvent estompés dans la 
pénom bre de quelque clair-obscur quand ils ne sont pas carrément escamotés derrière 
des paupières closes, abondent dans les tableaux analysés par Fried où ils  auraient
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pour corré lâ t de rendre les corps à leu r propre présence. L’opération se trouve ra it 

facilitée par un ensemble de dispositions physiques et psychiques, qu i von t de l ’a tten ­
tio n  absorbée à une suite d ’états de quasi-conscience: les corps rêveurs, somnolents, 

endorm is, vo ire  agonisants se révé lant davantage propices à re trouve r leurs p lus 
profonds autom atism es que les corps en p le ine  a c tiv ité , m ob ilisés par le m onde 
extérieur'^. Le pe in tre  se trouvera it b ien sûr partie  prenante de la s itua tion , comme ce 
C o u rb e t m a u g ré a n t de t r a v a il le r  «à l ’a ve u g le tte »  à sa g ig a n te s q u e  to i le  de 
L ’Enterrement à cause de la pos ition  d ’extrême p ro x im ité  imposée par les
dimensions de l ’œuvre, à l ’é tro it dans l ’a te lie r d ’Ornans. M êm e phénomène pour le 
spectateur que le tableau in d iffé re n t abandonne aux abords d ’une fosse sombre, s’ou­
vrant dans une représentation don t le centre s’est évidé. Cette conv ic tion  de ne rien 
v o ir a pour m o t if  exemplaire le p e tit garçon des Cribleuses, penché sur la béance noire 
du tarare comme un amateur d ’estampes de D aum ier inc liné  vers ses cartons (avec 
cette différence s ign ifica tive  que le regard du p rem ier semble p longer dans le néant).

A ff lig é s  pa r une p e rte  ou par une dé fic ience  de la  v is io n , en p ro ie  à un 
absorbement qu i peut les mener jusqu ’à la paralysie, les corps q u i fascinent Fried 
nous entraînent lo in  de ces figures glorieuses, dom inan t leur destin  et p a rtic ipan t à 
une sociab ilité  bien réglée, que la tra d it io n  nous proposait. À  ce chapitre de la «dé- 
héroïsation» des corps, le discours de Fried re jo in t ce lu i de la m a jo rité  des interprètes 
intéressés au jou rd ’hu i par le XIX® siècle et se m o n tra n t sensibles à l ’évidence des 
tableaux. Cette période de crise des grands genres, q u i suspend les procédés narratifs 
et com positionnels les m ieux établis, va f in ir  par orchestrer la d ispa rition  de la figure 
qu i se résorbe s im u ltaném ent dans le décor de la représentation et dans la surface du 
tableau. Les corps fragmentés, décentrés, défigurés, vidés peu à peu de leur substance 
et tra ités comme des m annequins ou des machines traversant la pe in tu re  du  second 
XIX® siècle, n ’en fin issent plus de so llic ite r l ’a tte n tio n  des exégètes qu i les consi­
dèrent comme les plus éloquents symptômes des changements en tra in  de s’effectuer 

au sein du corps social.
Dans ce contexte, la pos ition  de Fried continue toutefo is de se d is tingue r par sa 

fixa tion  sur une prob lém atique  de l ’aveuglem ent comme voie d ’accès p riv ilég iée  au 
scénario de p roduction  de l ’œuvre. Les pratiques récentes de l ’h is to ire  de l ’a rt se sont 
en e ffe t préoccupées davantage, me se m b le -t- il, de cette com plexe économie des 
regards q u i v ie n t trah ir, au cœ ur du d is p o s it if p ic tu ra l, l ’a rticu la tio n  de rapports de 
pouvoir. C ’est q u ’elles on t choisi de considérer des corps sociaux, au rang desquels i l  
fau t inc lu re  le corps du  pe in tre  et ce lu i du spectateur, p lu tô t que de s’en rem ettre à 
une certaine phénom énolog ie  du  corps, com m e le fa it F ried, d ’une hauteur tou te  

phénom énologique. Les corps m is en scène par la pe in tu re  apparaissent au jourd ’hu i 

traversés et in form és par un vaste ensemble de discours d ’époque, représentations
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visuelles ou textue lles d ’ordres d ivers, q u i p e rm e tte n t d ’entendre leu r résonance 
id é o log ique . Avec ce tte  conséquence que le tra ite m e n t de l ’œ uvre en ta n t que 
p roduction  cu ltu re lle  donne lieu , depuis quelques décennies, à une sorte de «panopti- 
cisme» débridé que n ’aura it pas désavoué le X IX '^ siècle lu i-m êm e.

Dans cette con jonc tu re . F ried  p ra tiq u e  ce que d ’aucuns vo u d ro n t q u a lif ie r  
d ’aveuglem ent délibéré ou, à to u t le m oins, de rétrécissement de l ’angle de vue. I l  ne 
s’ob lige  pas seulement à cette expérience longue et a tten tive  des œuvres qu i avait fa it 
partie  de son apprentissage de c ritiq u e ; c’est en opérant dans cette sorte de c irc u it 
fermé constitué par l ’ensemble de la p roduction  d ’un artis te  q u ’i l  arrive  à m ettre  
à jou r la fic tio n  q u i la hante de se penser en se faisant (on pou rra it d ire  autrem ent, 
en paraphrasant Fried, q u ’i l  arrive à lire  l ’a llégorie du  p ic tu ra l dans la pein ture). Le 
tra va il de l ’in te rp rè te  a ic i pour conséquence inév itab le  de resserrer la cohérence 
in te rne  de l ’œuvre là où l ’h is to ire  tra d itio n n e lle  et les nouvelles histoires de l ’art 
cro ient repérer des facteurs de d is jonc tion  (les tensions entre un C ourbet rom antique 
et un C ourbet réaliste, de même q u ’entre un C ourbet im p liq u é  p o lit iq u e m e n t et un 
C ourbet désengagé, n ’on t plus leur raison d ’être dans le scénario conçu par Fried; i l  en 
va de même pour Eakins, un pe in tre  q u i aura it trouvé son accomplissem ent bien 
avant les po rtra its  de la m a tu rité  auxquels s’attache en général sa fo rtune c ritique ). 
Q uant au positionnem ent de la pe in tu re  dans l ’h is to ire , entendons ic i l ’h is to ire  qu i 
perm et de décliner les modes spécifiques de résistance et d ’a justem ent du  m éd ium  à 
son incontournab le  théâ tra lité , c’est en activant la chron ique d ’un développem ent 
in te rn e , où c o n tin u e n t de s’en trecro iser les tab leaux disposés en séries (depuis 
C hard in  jusqu ’à M anet...), que Fried parv ient à l ’é tab lir.

Le m o u v e m e n t d ’ im p lo s io n  m é th o d o lo g iq u e , q u i p e rm e t à l ’h is to r ie n  
de chercher la s ig n ifica tio n  d ’une œuvre dans son p rin c ip e  de cohérence in te rne , 
continue de nous proposer la pe in tu re  comme le site par excellence de l ’u top ie , ce 
«non-lieu» où devraient s’opérer toutes les réconcilia tions, à commencer par celle du 

sujet avec lu i-m êm e. O n y trouve ra it ce sentim ent u ltim e  de p lén itude  q u i v ien t 
transcender tous les particu larism es d ’une expérience se dérou lan t dans le temps. 
Cette p lén itude , qu i se tro u va it désignée h ie r par le concept de «presentness^^», peut 
p re n d re  a u jo u rd ’h u i d iverses vo ies. C he2 C o u rb e t, i l  s’a g ira it  d ’un  v é r ita b le  
phénomène de «natura lisation» par lequel l ’artiste arrive à se dissém iner sans con flits  
dans un ensemble socialement hétérogène de corps en représentation, y com pris des 
corps fém in ins  se p rê tan t de tou te  évidence au jeu. C ette  facu lté  d ’absorbem ent 
all-over. F ried en trouve une ju s tific a tio n  d ’époque dans la théorie  du  ph ilosophe 
Ravaisson selon lequel l ’hab itude (entendre ic i l ’acte de peindre dans sa d im ension 
sem i-autom atique que C ourbet p ro je tte  dans les personnages de ses tableaux) assure 
«la flu x io n  dynam ique  de la V o lo n té  à la N ature^^». M êm e préoccupa tion  pour
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Eakins, don t la démarche passe toutefo is par la réso lu tion d ’un c o n flit oedipien. Fried 
nous rappelle que la figure paternelle du ch iru rg ien  Gross, auquel le pe in tre  se trouva 
sym boliquem ent appelé à s’iden tifie r, p rôna it la co llaboration de la science avec les 
processus naturels de guérison ’ .̂

L ’ a g r e s s i o n

L’u top ie  fantasmée s’expose toutefo is à de cruelles épreuves. Courbet sait q u ’i l  
ne franch ira  jamais concrètem ent la fro n tiè re  de l ’im age; Eakins n ’arrivera pas à 
fusionner l ’espace horizonta l du dessin avec la ve rtica lité  de la pe in ture . Le scénario 
de p roduction  ne peut en effet affleurer, au cœur de la représentation réaliste, que 
sous le signe de la con trad ic tion . Cette s itua tion  donne lieu  à des images d ’agression 
q u i to u r à to u r fascinent et repoussent le spectateur. A lo rs  que le pinceau se fa it 

scalpel, fu s il, épée, le p ig m e n t s’est investi de la cou leur du  sang. Le rouge, aux 
nuances duquel Fried s’intéresse d ’une manière obsessionnelle à la quasi-exclusion de 
toutes les autres couleurs, semble ag ir sur lu i avec tou te  la force d ’im pact du punctum 
barthésien. I l  est ce substrat m atérie l doublem ent sub lim é, h ie r par la pure v is ib ilité , 
au jourd ’hu i par le m o t if  fig u ra tif, q u i risque à to u t m om ent de ramener la pe in ture  à 

son s ta tu t d ’obje t. E t l ’on sait quel genre de menace peut exercer ce s ta tu t pour Fried! 
C ’est pou rquo i, afin d ’év iter de se com prom ettre  avec un spectateur, l ’u lt im e  tableau 
réaliste serait ce lu i q u i pa rv iendra it à rendre in to lé rab le  le fa it d ’être regardé.

V o ir  rouge, com m e en un éb lou issem ent su b lim e , avant de som brer dans 

l ’aveuglem ent. La violence expressive de cette couleur est te lle , pour Fried, q u ’une 

s im ple chemise écarlate an im ant une scène de chasse p ro d u it la force d ’une explosion 

capable de rejeter le spectateur hors de l ’espace de représentation. Cette remarque 
concernant le W ill Schuster and Blackman Going Shooting fo r  R a il (1876) de Thomas 
Eakins'^ nous amène à une dernière image dans laquelle, à son insu sem b le -t-il. Fried 
I I  s’est rem is en présence de Fried I. N ous sommes dans un nouvelle  de Stephen 
Crane, in titu lé e  The Monster. Le nègre H enry  Johnson, cocher de la fa m ille  Trescott, 

v ie n t de se lancer dans la résidence en flammes pour sauver le jeune fils de la maison. 

Le vo ic i à la porte  du  laboratoire aménagé par le docteur Trescott, un laborato ire liv ré  
lu i aussi à l ’ incendie :

... when Johnson fin a lly  makes his way there he discovers not only that that room too 
is on fire  but that the doctor’s chemicals are exploding in  fantastic hues and forms...
The room was like a garden in  the region where might be burning flowers. Flames 
o f violet, crimson, green, blue, orange, and purple were blooming everywhere. There 

was one blaze that was precisely the hue o f a delicate coral. In  another place was a 
mass that lay merely in  phosphorescent inaction like a pile o f emeralds. B ut a l l  these 
marvels were to be seen dim ly through clouds o f heaving, turning, deadly smoke.
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Après s’être arrêté sur le seuil, Johnson se p réc ip ite  à travers la pièce avec le 
jeune garçon dans ses bras; juste à ce m om ent, surv ien t une explosion qu i le je tte  à 
terre où i l  g ît  sur le dos, le visage tourné vers le p lafond ;

Johnson had fa llen  w ith  his head a t the hase o f an old-fashioned desk. There was a 
row o f ja rs upon the top o f this desk. For the most part, there were silent amidst this 
rioting, but there was one which seemed to hold a sc in tillant and w rith ing  serpent. 
Suddenly the glass splintered, and a ruhy-red snakelike th ing poured its thick 
lenght out upon the top o f the old desk. I t  coiled and hesitated, and then began to 
swim a langourous way down the mahogany slant. A t  the angle i t  waved its 
sizzling molten head to and fro  over the closed eyes o f the man beneath it. Then, in  a 
moment, w ith  mystic impulse, i t  moved again, and the red snake flew  directly down 
into Johnson’s upturned face^^.

À  p a rt ir  de ce m om ent, Johnson n ’est pas seulement défiguré : on sent q u ’i l  sera 
abandonné, expulsé de la fa m ille  et du  réc it à cause de l ’horreur que son absence de 
visage inspire à la com m unauté.

O n d ira  sans doute que je fais de la su rin te rp ré ta tion  et que c’est là une fâcheuse 
conséquence d ’avoir trop  fréquenté les textes de M ichæ l Fried. I l  m ’a pou rtan t semblé 
retrouver, conjugués dans cet épisode que Fried lu i-m êm e a retenu à de to u t autres 
fins, quelques éléments s ign ifica tifs  pour conclure la présente réflexion. Le spectacle 
de l ’incendie du  laboratoire convoque en effet s im u ltaném ent, les plaçant dans un 
rapport de causalité, des m otifs  liés à Fried I  et à Fried I I  : une sorte de pyrotechnie 
visuelle dans laquelle i l  est d iff ic ile  de ne pas reconnaître la pe in ture  du  champ coloré, 
no tam m ent la série des Florals ou des Unferleds de M o rris  Louis, a pour résultat de 
«produire» un corps terrassé, p rivé  de la vue. Pour Fried, i l  s’a g it là d ’une version 
pa rticu liè rem en t dram atique d ’un scénario de p roduc tion  faisant ir ru p tio n  dans le 
récit. Le visage placé en pos ition  horizonta le  sert en effet de métaphore à la page de 
tra v a il que v ie n d ra  d é fig u re r (subsum er) l ’é c ritu re  sous la fo rm e  du  « w rith in g  
(w riting ) serpent», une autre menace rouge à hanter la scène autoréférentie lle. Ce rep li 
u top ique  —  parce q u ’u ltim e m e n t im possible —  de l ’œuvre sur ses propres moyens 
s’exerce, une fois encore, au d é tr im e n t du  corps p o lit iq u e  et l ’on im agine ce que la 
théorie post-colonia le aura it à penser de ce visage de « N o ir»  transform é en feu ille  
«blanche» par la v e rtu  d ’un  autosacrifice. Johnson aura p o u rta n t la conso la tion  
d ’avoir été le héros d ’un m om ent, pu isqu ’i l  a réussi à sauver le fils Trescott. Cela nous 

laisse avec la question de juger si l ’obs tina tion  de Fried à défendre la spécific ité et 
l ’opacité de la pe in ture , qu i fa it de lu i,  à l ’occasion, une v ic tim e  sacrific ie lle sur la 
scène du postm odernism e, ne com porte pas sa propre form e de courage.
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1. Tel était, en substance, le titre annoncé. Le contenu de l ’exposé correspondait à la problématique développée 
au chapitre six de l ’imp)ortante monographie que Fried a consacrée au peintre français : Courbet’s Realism, Chicago 

et Londres, The University o f Chicago Press, 1990.

2. Le phénomène, d ’abord expérimenté avec les autoportraits, se généralise à tout un ensemble de person­
nages en représentation auxquels l ’artiste prête les postures, les gestes et les tensions de son propre corps 
peignant.

3. Cette formulation renvoie à un article antérieur où se trouvent examinées, en termes plus généraux et à 
l ’aide d ’autres exemples, les relations entre Fried critique et Fried historien d ’art. Voir Nicole Dubreuil- 
Blondin, «Michael Fried I et II» , Trois , vol. 8, n° 3, printemps-été 1993, p. 71-91-

4. Ces études, trop nombreuses et trop disséminées pour faire ici l ’objet d ’une recension, participent sans 
aucun doute à l ’élaboration de l ’histoire «après Foucault» en ce qu’elles s’intéressent au régime des représen­

tations du X IX ' siècle.

5. Michael Fried, Three American Painters: Kenneth Noland, Jules Olitski, Frank Stella, Fogg A rt Museum, Harvard 
University, 21 avril-30 mai 1965.

6. Ces textes traitent entre autres de la relation de la forme peinte à la forme du cadre. I l  s’agit de «Shape as Form: 
Frank Stella’s New Paintings», Artforum, vol. 5, n° 3, nov. 1^66', Jules Olitski, introduction du catalogue de l ’exposi­
tion de ses œuvres à la Corcoran Gallery, Washington, D.C., avril-ju in 1967; «Ronald Davis: Surface and Illusion», 
Artforum, vol. 5, n° 8, avril 1967.

7. Michael Fried, «Art and Objecthood», Artforum, vol. 5, été 1967, p. 12-23; repris dans Minimal Art: A Critical 
Anthology, ss la dir. de Gregory Battcock, New York, Dutton, 1968, p. 116-147.

8. Michael Fried, Realism, Writing and Disfiguration: On Thomas Eakins and Stephen Crane, Chicago et Londres, The 
University of Chigago Press, 1987.

9. Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting &  Beholder in the Age of Diderot, Berkeley, University o f 
California Press, 1980. Qu’ils mettent en scène des personnages proprement absorbés, comme on en rencontre dans 
les tableaux de Chardin, ou livrés à un paroxysme d ’agitation, comme dans les compositions dramatiques élaborées 
par Greuze, le résultat revient au même : les figures en représentation incarnent le refus de la peinture elle-même 
d ’entretenir la moindre connivence avec le spectateur.

10. Car i l  ne s’agit pas pour autant de conférer au médium une sorte d ’essence irréductible et intemporelle. Fried 
s’explique longuement, dans «Art and Objecthood», sur ce point de divergence majeur entre sa position et celle de 
Greeenberg. Voir aussi, à ce sujet, ses échanges avec Rosalind Krauss et Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, «Theories o f A rt 
After M inimalism and Pop», dans Discussions in Contemporary Culture, ss la dir. de Hal Foster, Dia A rt Foundation, 
Seattle, Bay Press, 1981.

11. On pense ici aux travaux de Hubert Damisch, notamment à L’origine de la perspective, Paris, Flammarion, 1987.

12. Ce professeur d ’écritures nous est présenté, penché sur son parchemin, dans un tableau de 1917 in titu lé  The 
Writing Master. Plusieurs tableaux du peintre Eakins, dont la scène de chirurgie intitu lée The Gross Clinic (1875), 
reprennent des variations de ce m o tif qui place l ’espace du dessin (c’est-à-dire le positionnement des objets et des sur­
faces en perspective) sous le contrôle de la loi du père.

13. Dans Les Paysans de Flagey (1850-1855), Courbet a même conçu un porc dont les oreilles rabattues sur les yeux 
empêchent l ’animal de prendre contact avec le spectateur (Courbet’s Realism, op. cit., p. 145).

14. Selon le véritable acte de foi qui clôt l ’argumentation de «Art and Objecthood» : «Presentness is grace. y>

15. Dans Courbet’s Realism, op. cit., p. 182-184. La lecture que nous propose Fried du tableau Les Demoisellles des bords 
de la Seine (1856-1857) est révélatrice de la position tout à fait particulière adoptée par l ’historien. Ces filles vulgaires 
et trop parées, que des messieurs ont entraînées dans une partie de campagne, apparaissent à plusieurs comme une 
contamination du décor naturel par la nouvelle sociabilité parisienne. Pour Fried, cependant, ces figures manifestent 
une volonté de fusion avec la nature dans laquelle on reconnaît la volonté du peintre de faire corps avec son tableau.

16. Realism, Writing and Disfiguration ..., op. cit., p. 6.

17. Eod. op., p. 72.

18. Cité par Fried, eod. op., p. 94, 95.

28



R E T U R N I N G  T H E  G A Z E :  T H E  A M E R I C A N  R E S P O N S E  

T O T H E  F R E N C H  C R I T I Q U E  O F  O C U L A R C E N T R I S M

M a r t i n  J a y

Professeur d ’h is to ire  à l ’U n ive rs ité  de C a lifo rn ie  à Berkeley, M a rtin  Jay est 
l ’auteur de p lusieurs livres don t M arxism  and Tota lity  (U n ive rs ity  o f 
C a lifo rn ia  Press, 1984), Force Fields (R o u tle d g e , 1993). Dans son 
ouvrage le plus récent, in t itu lé  Downcast Eyes. The Denigration o f Vision 
in  Twentieth-Century French Thought, M a rtin  Jay dém ontre com m ent 
la v is ion  aura it été soumise à un vigoureux examen c ritiq u e  par un 
grand nom bre de penseurs, su rtou t dans la France du XX*" siècle.
Ces auteurs auraient rem is en question l ’hégémonie de la v is ion, 
dans la cu ltu re  occidentale, en tan t que voie d ’accès à la connais­
sance.

M a rtin  Jay is Professor o f H is to ry  at the U n ive rs ity  o f C a lifo rn ia , 
Berkeley. H e is the au thor o f  several books, in c lu d in g  Marxism and  
T o ta lity  (U n iv e rs ity  o f  C a lifo rn ia  Press, 1984 ) and Force Fields 
(R o u tle d g e , 1993 ). H is  m os t recen t b o o k . Downcast Eyes: The 
Denigration o f Vision in  Twentieth-Century French Thought (U n ive rs ity  o f 
C a lifo rn ia  Press, 1993), is a vast, persuasive h is to rica l exp lo ra tion  o f 
v isu a lity  in  the fo rm  o f a synoptic survey o f ocularcentric discourse w ith  
pa rticu la r emphasis on m odern French ph ilosophy ’s a ttitu d e  to the visual.
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Let me ask you to  accept on fa ith  w hat I  lack tim e  to  demonstrate now, b u t have 
tr ie d  to  spell ou t in  a recent book e n title d  Downcast Eyes,^ namely, tha t a w ide  varie ty 
o f  French th inkers  and artists in  th is  century have been conducting , often w ith  l i t t le  
o r no e x p lic it  acknow ledgm en t o f  each o th e r ’s w o rk , a ru th less c r it iq u e  o f the 
dom ina tion  o f v is ion in  W estern cu ltu re . T h e ir challenge to  w hat can be called the 
ocu la rcen trism  o f th a t tra d it io n  has taken m any d iffe re n t fo rm s, ra n g in g  fro m  
Bergson’s analysis o f the spatia liza tion o f tim e  to B a ta ille ’s celebration o f the b lin d in g  
sun and the acephalic body, from  Sartre’s dep ic tion  o f the sado-masochism o f “ the 
lo o k ” to  Lacan’s disparagem ent o f  the ego produced by the “ m irro r  stage,” from  

Foucault’s strictures against panoptic surveillance to D ebord ’s c ritiq u e  o f the society 
o f  the spectacle, from  Barthes’s linkage o f photography and death to  M e tz ’s excoria­
tio n  o f the scopic regim e o f the cinema, and from  Ir ig a ra y ’s outrage at the p riv ile g in g  
o f the visual in  pa tria rchy to  Levinas’s c la im  th a t ethics is thw arted  by a v isua lly  
grounded ontology. Even an early defender o f the figu ra i as opposed to  the discursive 
lik e  Lyotard could fina lly  id e n tify  the postm odernism  tha t he came to cham pion w ith  

the sub lim e foreclosure o f the visual.
A lth o u g h  there  are m any nuances in  the  w o rk  o f  these and o th e r figures 

o f comparable im portance who m ig h t be added to  the lis t, the cum u la tive  effect o f 
th e ir in te rroga tion  o f the eye has been a radical challenge to the conventional w isdom  
th a t s ig h t is the noblest o f  the senses. Instead, its  hegem onic status in  W estern  
cu ltu re  has been blamed fo r everyth ing  from  an inadequate ph ilosophy and idolatrous 
re lig io n  to  a pe rn ic ious  p o lit ic s  and im pove rished  æ sthetics. O fte n  some o the r 

sense, usua lly  touch  or hearing , or the  essentia lly  non -v isua l realm  o f language 

has been offered as an antido te  to  s ig h t’s dom ina tion . A lth o u g h  at tim es attem pts 
have been made to  rescue a less p rob lem atic  version o f visual experience, m ost o f 
the th inke rs  whose ideas I  traced in  Downcast Eyes w ou ld  agree w ith  Lacan when 
he w ro te : “ T he  eye m ay be p ro p h y la t ic ,  b u t i t  canno t be bene ficen t —  i t  is 
m aleficent. In  the B ib le  and even in  the N ew  Testament, there is no good eye, b u t 

there are ev il eyes a ll over the place.
In  the recent Am erican appropria tion  o f French th o ugh t, the c ritiq u e  o f ocularce­

n tr ism  has, I  w an t to  argue, s truck a p a rticu la rly  respondent chord. Paradoxically, 
w hat has been called the new “p ic to ria l tu rn ” or “ visual tu rn ”  ̂ in  cu ltu ra l studies has 
been fueled in  large measure by the reception o f ideas from  the anti-ocu larcentric d is­
course developed m ost notably in  France. As a result, i t  has often been accompanied by 
a h o s tility  or at least wariness towards its  subject m atter, w h ich  seems very d iffe ren t 
from  tha t generally celebratory mood accompanying the previous “ lin g u is tic  tu rn .”

There have, to  be sure, been influences from  elsewhere: fo r example H e idegger’s 
trenchant analysis o f  the “ age o f the w o rld  p ic tu re ” and Gadam er’s defence o f the

30



herm eneutic ear over the scientific eye. D om estic trad itions  have played th e ir part as 
w e ll, as shown by the im portance o f John Dewey’s p ragm atis t c r itiq u e  o f  the “ specta­
to r  theory o f know ledge ,” recently  revived by R ichard  R o rty  in  his w id e ly  read 
Philosophy and the M irro r o f Nature.^ Am erican psychologists o f  visual experience like  
J. J. G ibson also produced im p o rta n t w o rk  tha t had a po ten tia l im pact beyond th e ir 
narrow discip line.^ A nd  the media theories o f M arshall M cLuhan and W a lte r J. O ng, 
w h ich  caused an intense, i f  sho rt-lived , f lu rry  o f  excitem ent in  the late 1950s and 
early 1960s, m ust also be acknowledged as preparing the ground.*^

B u t i t  was not really u n t i l  the wave o f translations and in te rp re ta tions o f post- 
1968 French theory washed over the A m erican in te lle c tua l scene tha t a sustained, 
nuanced and s t i l l  by no means exhausted discussion o f the dangers o f p r iv ile g in g  the 
eye —  or at least certa in dom inan t regimes o f v isu a lity  —  gained centre stage. Even 
when the o rig in a l p o lit ica l m om entum  o f the reception was largely spent, many o f its 
elements remained po ten t in  the debates over postm odernism  —  and its  counter­
en ligh tenm en t dangers —  th a t began in  earnest in  the early 1980s. Journals like  

October, Camera Obscura, Visual Anthropology Review and Screen —  the last a lthough  
B ritish , having a w ide  fo llo w in g  in  Am erica  —  helped p la n t the French-inspired sus­
p ic ion  o f the visual at the very centre o f contem porary cu ltu ra l debate. As a result, to 
borrow  the t i t le  o f a recent co llection , m odern ity  and the hegemony o f v is ion  have 
come to  seem inextricab ly, and fo r some, om inously, in te rtw ined .^

In  fact, the varie ty and range o f the A m erican reception o f the French c ritiq u e  o f 
tha t hegemony has been so great tha t easy generalizations about its  contours and ten­
sions are hard to  provide. Rather than a ttem p t, therefore, w hat m ig h t be called an 
Icarian or synoptic overview o f the en tire  fie ld , le t me focus on on ly  a few salient 
landm arks w ith in  the discourse surrounding  the visual arts in  the hope o f il lu m in a t­
in g  some o f the effects o f  the recontextua lization o f the an ti-ocu la rcen tric  po lem ic on 
our side o f the A tla n tic . In  particu la r, I  w ant to examine developments in  recent art 
h is to ry  and c ritic ism , w h ich  are themselves now in  danger o f being absorbed in to  a 
larger and more amorphous realm o f in q u iry  called visual studies in  part because o f 
the im p o rta tio n  o f ideas about ocularcentrism  from  France.

As has been w ide ly  rem arked, the centre o f g ra v ity  o f  m odernism  in  the visual 
a rts  s h ifte d  fro m  P aris to  N e w  Y o rk  in  the  years a fte r 1945, w hen  A b s tra c t 
Expressionism emerged as the dom inan t school at the cu tting -edge  o f a rtis tic  innova­
tion . W he the r or no t, as Serge G u ilb a u t has provocative ly contended, th is  sh ift was 
tan tam out to a th e ft based on the calculated C old  W ar strategy o f p u rg in g  art o f any 
p o lit ic a l im p lica tions , i t  certa in ly  meant p u r ify in g  the visual o f any apparently extra­

neous interference, such as a narrative, d idactic  or anecdotal func tion , and im b u in g  i t  
instead w ith  a c la im  to  universal value in  itself.® A lth o u g h  anxieties about the com -
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m od ifica tion  or functiona liza tion  o f the visual object can be detected as early as the 
n ineteenth century, when the inven tion  o f replicable photographs seemed to threaten 
æsthetic autonomy,^ i t  was on ly  in  postwar m odernism  tha t the strategy o f resisting 

such incursions by essentializing the o p tic a lity  o f the m ed ium  came its  own.
Here the in flu e n tia l c r itic ism  o f C lem ent Greenberg, h im se lf a recently d is il lu ­

sioned T ro tsky is t ra p id ly  shedding his p o lit ic a l past, was p ivo ta l in  elevating w hat he 
called the “ p u r ity ” o f  the op tica l to  the de fin ing  characteristic o f  m odern art.'*’ For 
G reenberg, genuine avant-garde art should have no tru c k  w ith  the com m od ified  
k itsch  o f mass art, nor should i t  register the resistant m a te ria lity  o f its  supporting  

m edia. Pure v is u a lity  m eant the  presence o f  a tem pora l, essential fo rm , the  o ld  
P la ton ic dream now paradoxically realized —  or at least ever more closely manifested
—  in  the w o rld  o f visual appearance on the fla t surface o f a canvas. G reenberg’s was 
thus a m odernism  rem in iscent o f the s tr ic t ly  self-referentia l fo rm alism  o f earlier c r i t ­
ics lik e  Roger Fry and C live  B e ll, b u t now fo r the firs t tim e  successfully elevated to  a 
pos ition  o f cu ltu ra l hegemony.'^ H is  standards could be applied no t on ly  to  define 

genuine art, b u t also to decide q u a lita tive ly  between its  good and bad exemplars.
A lo n g  w ith  th is  argum ent fo r visual p u r ity  w ent a banishm ent o f movements 

lik e  Surrealism , w h ich  Greenberg called a “ reactionary tendency” because i t  a tte m p t­
ed to “ restore ‘outs ide ’ subject m a tte r,” '^ such as the unconscious. O thers lik e  Dada 
were also no t w o rth  ta k in g  seriously because o f th e ir  radical a n ti- fo rm a lism  and 
h o s tility  to  the d iffe ren tia ted  in s titu tio n  o f art in  general and p a in tin g  in  particu lar. 
O n ly  pure o p tic a lity  detached from  any externa l inference —  w he the r p o lit ic a l, 
economic, psychological or even the m a te ria lity  o f m edia and the a rt is t’s own body
—  m et the h ighest standard o f æsthetic achievem ent fo r Greenberg and those he 
influenced. The defence o f photography as h ig h  art made by im p o rta n t critics  like  
the M useum  o f M odern  A r t ’s John Szarkowski in  the 1960s, to take one p rom inen t 
exam ple, fo llow ed  v ir tu a lly  the same lin e  o f a r g u m e n t .S o  too d id  the c r it iq u e  
o f debased th e a trica lity  in  a rt, its  degeneration in to  spectacles fo r an audience instead 

o f absolute self-contained presentness, v igorously made by M ichæ l Fried in  his cele­
brated essay “ A r t  and O b jecthood” o f 1967.^^ A lth o u g h  la te r Fried v igorously tr ie d  to 
p u t some distance between his argum ent and tha t o f  Greenberg, w h ich  he claim ed 
had been too ah is to rica lly  essentialist and based on a p r iv ile g in g  o f pure o p tic a lity  he 
had not h im se lf e m b ra c e d ,h e  was w id e ly  considered his a lly  at the tim e.

The Greenbergian consensus began, however, to  unravel in  the late 1960s and 
early 1970s w ith  the in tro d u c tio n  o f new art movements d if f ic u lt  to  accommodate in  
his terms, no tab ly Pop A r t ,  M in im a lis m  and C onceptualism , a g ro w in g  p o lit ic iza tio n  
o f  the  a rt w o r ld , w h ic h  fo u n d  h is  C o ld  W a r l ib e ra l u n ive rsa lism  je ju n e , and 
m ost im p o rta n t fo r our purposes, a new openness to theory from  abroad, especially
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fro m  F r a n c e .A l th o u g h  i t  w o u ld  be an unw arran ted  exaggeration to  a ttr ib u te  
developments in  Am erican art p r im a rily  to  the influence o f tha t theory, i t  w ou ld  also 
be w rong to  see the theory as no th ing  b u t a post facto jus tifica tion  fo r changes tha t 
were happening on the pure ly  p ractica l level. For, as D an ie l H e rw itz  has recently 
emphasized, v ir tu a lly  from  the beg inn ing  avant-garde art was developed in  intense 
dialogue w ith  the theories tha t explained and leg itim a ted  it . '^  The result was often, 
to borrow  the t i t le  o f Joseph K o su th ’s 1969 conceptualist manifesto, the production  
o f “ art after ph ilosophy.”

P u t schematically, the new movements o f the late 1960s and early 1970s shifted 
the g round away from  the postwar consensus in  the fo llo w in g  ways. M o ck in g  his 
be lie f in  standards o f a rtis tic  qua lity . Pop A r t  underm ined Greenberg’s r ig id  d is tin c ­
tio n  between h ig h  and low, provocative ly b lu rr in g  the difference between com m od i­
ty  and disinterested æsthetic experience. M in im a lis m  —  lik e  the performance art and 
happenings tha t also came in to  th e ir own d u rin g  th is  period —  restored the tem poral 
and corporeal dimensions o f æsthetic experience, in  defiance o f G reenberg’s stress on 
atem poral visual presence and F ried ’s excoria tion  o f theatrica lity .^" Conceptualism  
increasingly substitu ted  de-m ateria lized ideas or at least language about art fo r visual 
presence, im pure  d iscu rs iv ity  fo r pure op tica lity . A l l  o f  these movements, moreover, 
in  one way or another reflected the art w o rld ’s g ro w in g  p o lit ic iza tio n , w h ich  encour­
aged a skeptical re fle x iv ity  about the in s titu tio n s  o f art —  museums, galleries, the 
art m arket, etc. —  and th e ir re la tion  to  larger social forces in  place o f an in te rna l 

re fle x iv ity  about æsthetic fo rm  or the characteristics o f the m ed ium  itse lf.

The theories —  in  most cases French —  th a t were marshalled to explicate and 
le g itim a te  a ll o f these changes can be usefu lly d iv ided  in to  three categories, w h ich  
help us to  see the overdeterm ined nature o f the onslaught against the idea o f h igh  
m odern ist pure o p tica lity : those tha t stress the im portance o f language as opposed to 
perception, those tha t emphasize the fo rgo tten  role o f the (often sexualized) body, and 
those tha t stress the p o lit ic a l im p lica tions  o f certa in visual practices. In  reality, o f 
course, many o f the argum ents in  each o f these categories were com bined by d iffe ren t 
th inkers  in  a varie ty o f  ways, whose intricacies cannot be adequately reproduced in  a 
survey as q u ick  as th is  one.

W ith  the A m erican reception o f w hat became know n as S tructu ra lism  in  the 
late 1960s, id e n tified  p r im a r ily  w ith  Saussure, Lévi-Strauss and the early Barthes, 
came a p ow erfu l im pe ra tive  to  conceptualize a ll c u ltu ra l p ro d u c tio n  in  term s o f 
language and tex tua lity . T ha t is, everyth ing  could be treated as a sign system based 

on a rb itra ry , d ia c r it ic a l s ign ifie rs , whose a b i l i ty  to  convey s ign ificance cou ld  be 

uncoupled from  th e ir  re fe rentia l, m im e tic  fu n c tio n . In  v isual term s, i t  thus now 
seemed possible to  “ read” rather than s im p ly  look at p ictures, movies, architecture.
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photographs and sculpture. As the B ritis h  a rtis t and c r it ic  V ic to r B u rg in  —  since 
transplanted to Am erica —  p u t i t  in  1976, “ the ideological resistance, in  the name o f 
the ‘p u r ity ’ o f  the Image, to  the consideration o f lin g u is tic  m a tte r w ith in  and across 
the photograph is no more or less w e ll founded than tha t w h ich  m et the com ing o f 

sound in  the cinema.
A  salient example o f the new openness to language from  a c r it ic  whose other 

w o rk  we w il l  encounter again shortly  can be found in  Rosalind Krauss’s 1978 essay 

“ Sculpture in  the Expanded F ie ld .K r a u s s  provocative ly iden tified  certain modern 
and even more so postm odern ist works as negativ ities rather than pos itiv itie s , defined 
by th e ir re la tionsh ip  to w hat they were not, tha t is, landscape or architecture. By 
then reversing these negative term s and re la ting  them  in  a quaternary fie ld o f m u lt i ­
p le contrad ictions, Krauss was able to situate contem porary sculpture in  a discursive 

rather than pure ly  visual context. “The log ic  o f  the space o f postm odern ist practice,” 
she concluded, “ is no longer organized around the d e fin itio n  o f a g iven  m ed ium  
on the grounds o f its  m ateria l, or, fo r tha t m atter, the perception o f the m ateria l. 
I t  is organized instead th rough  the universe o f term s th a t are fe lt to  be in  opposition 
w ith in  a cu ltu ra l s itua tion .

W hen  more so-called pos t-s truc tu ra lis t versions o f language, especially those 
iden tified  w ith  deconstruction, became available to A m erican c ritics , the neatness 
o f such diagrams became less c o m p e l l in g ,b u t  the tex tua l interference w ith  pure 
o p tic a lity  was, i f  any th ing , strengthened. Thus, fo r example, W .J.T. M itc h e ll in  his 
w ide ly  adm ired Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology o f  1986 w ou ld  w rite  tha t

D e rrida ’s answer to  the question, “ W h a t is an image?” w ou ld  undoubted ly 
be “ N o th in g  b u t another k in d  o f  w r it in g ,  a k in d  o f g raph ic  s ign  th a t 

dissembles its e lf  as a d irec t transcrip t o f  th a t w h ich  i t  represents, or o f 
the way th ings  look, or o f w hat they essentially are.” T h is  sort o f suspicion 
o f the image seems on ly  appropriate in  a tim e  when the very v iew  from  
one’s w indow , m uch less the scenes played ou t in  everyday life  and in  
the various m edia o f representation, seem to  require constant in te rp re ta tive  
v ig ilance.
A lth o u g h  at tim es, the  tex tua l threatened to  replace the o p tica l e n tire ly  in  

the reception o f s tru c tu ra lis t and even po s t-s tru c tu ra lis t modes o f th o u g h t, more 
often the resu lt was th e ir m u tua l p rob lem atiza tion . Here a new appreciation fo r the 

experim ents in  verbal and visual p u n n in g  conducted by the Surrealists emerged, as 
evidenced by the enthusiastic reception o f Foucau lt’s essay on M a g ritte , This is N ot a 
Pipe, when i t  was translated in  1983.^^ C om bined w ith  the pow erfu l im pact o f his 
strictures against panoptic ism  and the m edical gaze, Foucau lt’s homage to  M a g r it te ’s 
“ non -a ffirm ative  p a in t in g ” provided new a m m u n itio n  in  the cam paign to  d is ru p t
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pu re  o p t ic a l ity  th ro u g h  the  in tro d u c t io n  o f  d is c u rs iv ity . C om parab le  lessons 
were draw n from  Lyotard ’s Discours, Figure, s t i l l  no t fu lly  translated, b u t an evident 
influence on such w ide ly  read works as Vision and Fainting: The Logic o f the Gaze o f 
1983 by the art h is to rian  N orm an  Bryson, a transplanted E nglishm an who taugh t at 
the U n ive rs ity  o f  Rochester and is now at Harvard.

Bryson’s in flu e n tia l book, w h ich  was one o f several by h im  in  the 1980s show ing 
an ev ident deb t to  French th in ke rs  lik e  Lyo ta rd  and L a c a n ,a ls o  lam ented the 
suppression o f corporeality in  the dom inan t tra d it io n  o f v iew ing  in  the W est from  
the  R enaissance th ro u g h  m o d e rn is m . In  w h a t B ryso n  ca lle d  th e  “ F o u n d in g  
Perception” o f tha t tra d it io n , “ the gaze o f the pa in te r arrests the flu x  o f phenomena, 
contem plates the visual fie ld from  a vantage-po in t outside the m o b ility  o f du ra tion , 
in  an eternal m om ent o f disclosed presence; w h ile  in  the m om ent o f  v iew ing , the 
v iew ing  subject unites his gaze w ith  the Found ing  Perception, in  a perfect recreation 
o f tha t firs t epiphany. In  bo th  cases, w hat is lost is the de ic tic  location o f the g lanc­
ing  eye —  or more correctly, bo th  eyes —  in  the body, a body m oving  tem pora lly  
th rough  a concrete spatial location rather than somehow suspended above i t  in  an 
eternal present. M erleau-P on ty ’s celebrated c ritiq u e  o f disincarnated G od ’s eye views 
and defence o f pre-ob jective experience also could be adduced to support a tem pora l- 
ized rather than static no tion  o f fo rm al abstraction, as Krauss was to argue when she 
in troduced R ichard Serra’s w o rk  to  a Parisian audience in  1983-^”

W h a t is also suppressed in  the elevation o f o p tic a lity  to an ideal realm above 
the tem pora l body, B ryson —  fo llo w in g  Lyotard  ra ther than M erleau -P on ty  — , 
added, is the power o f the desire coursing th rough  the experience o f s ig h t .O c u la r  
desire, ever since at least the tim e  o f A ugustine , has troub led  those w ho w ant to 
p riv ilege  s igh t as the noblest o f the senses, fo r i t  seems to underm ine the d is in te  
restedness o f pure contem plarion . In  the French an ti-ocu la rcen tric  discourse, i t  is 
precisely the in e v ita b ility  o f such im pure  desiring tha t underm ines the claims o f the 
eye to be dispassionate, cold and above the fray.

O ften  th is  has m eant exp lo ring  the com plicated lin ks  between the fe tish ism  
o f the image and specifically male desire, an exp lora tion  carried ou t in  the French 

fe m in is t c ritiq u e  o f v isu a lity  m ost e x p lic it in  the w o rk  o f Irigaray. N o t on ly has th is  
c r it iq u e  had its  echœs in  A n g lo -A m e rica n  film  c r it ic is m , b e g inn in g  w ith  Laura 
M u lve y ’s now classic essay o f 1975 on the male gaze,^^ b u t i t  has also played a role in  
the tu rn  against Greenberg’s reading o f m odernism . W itness again V ic to r B u rg in , 
who argued in  1984 tha t “ s truc tura lly , fe tish ism  is a m a tte r o f  separation, segrega­

tio n , iso la tion ; i t ’s a m a tte r o f  p e tr if ic a tio n , ossifica tion, g la c ia tio n ; i t ’s a m a tte r 

o f  idea lization, m ystifica tion , adoration. Greenbergian m odernism  was an apotheosis 
o f fe tish ism  in  the visual arts in  the m odern period.
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So too an awareness o f the body as a site o f  suffering as w e ll as pleasure, o f abjec­
tio n  in  Ju lia  K ris teva ’s sense as w e ll as beautifu l fo rm , helped call in to  question the 

hegemony o f the dispassionate eye. As the a rtis t M ary K e lly  noted in  1981, “ The art o f 
the ‘real body’ does not perta in  to  the tru th  o f a v is ib le  fo rm , b u t refers back to  its 
essential content: the irreducib le , irre fu tab le  experience o f pain."^^ K e lly ’s sens itiv ity  
to bod ily  pain clearly reflected her fem in is t concerns, especially her resistance to the 
ob jectifica tion  o f wom en’s bodies. A  more general theoretical recovery o f the desiring 
b o d y  and th e  s u f fe r in g  b o d y , b o th  o f  th e  a r t is t  and  th e  b e h o ld e r , in  th e  
post-Greenbergian c lim ate can, however, be most clearly traced to a new appreciation 

o f tw o  French figures from  the trad itions o f Dada Surrealism, who had been scorned by 
the exponents o f A bstract Expressionism: Marcel Ducham p and Georges Bataille.

T he  e x tra o rd in a ry  A m e ric a n  re ce p tio n  o f  D u ch a m p , h im s e lf  o f  course a 
lo n g tim e  resident in  the U n ite d  States, has been the ob ject o f considerable scholarly 
in te rest, cu lm in a tin g  —  at least fo r the m om ent —  in  A m e lia  Jones’s am b itious 
fem in is t study, Postmodernism and the En-gendering o f Marcel Duchamp, Je rro ld  Seigel’s 

bold a ttem p t to  un ite  life  and w o rk  'm T he Private Worlds o f Marcel Duchamp, D a lia  
Ju d a v itz ’s im ag ina tive  Unpacking Duchamp, and the recent issue o f October devoted 
to  “ The D ucham p E f f e c t . A l t h o u g h  the explosive im pact o f  his Nude Descending a 
Staircase at the legendary N ew  Y ork A rm o ry  Show o f 1913 was not en tire ly  fo rgo tten , 
i t  was D ucham p’s later, very d iffe ren t w o rk  tha t gained centre stage in  the 1960s. N o  
h is to ry  o f  the orig ins  o f m any movements o f the period, in c lu d in g  the neo-Dada o f 

Jasper Johns and R obert Rauschenberg, the conceptualism  o f Joseph K osu th , the 

m in im a lis m  o f R obert M o rr is , and the pop a rt o f  A n d y  W a rh o l, can ignore  his 
im portance. In  more general terms, D ucham p’s readymades, aggressively “ in d iffe r­
e n t” to  th e ir ins trins ic  aesthetic value, have been recognized as a pow erfu l challenge 
to  the  d iffe re n tia te d  in s t i tu t io n  o f  a rt, the tra d it io n a l p r iv ile g in g  o f  c u ltiv a te d  
aesthetic taste, the m odern ist d is tin c tio n  between h ig h  and low, and even the fetish o f 

o r ig in a lity  in  W estern art as a whole. H is  self-parodic fo reground ing  o f the a rt is t’s 
constructed persona has been praised fo r effacing the boundary between a rtw o rk  and 
performance art, and sometimes blamed fo r a llo w in g  th e ir com plete transform ation 
in to  m arketable com m odities (e.g. the W arho l phenomenon). A nd  his campy d is rup ­
tio n  o f his own gender id e n tity  —  D ucham p photographed in  drag or s ign ing  his 
works as Rrose Selavy, among o ther pseudonyms —  has been credited w ith  in sp ir in g  
th e  p o s tm o d e rn is t assau lt on m o d e rn is t a ssu m p tio n s  a b o u t m a le  c re a t iv ity ,  

exem plified by the macho pos tu ring  o f many o f the abstract expressionists and th e ir 
supporters, as w e ll as the m odern ist f ig u rin g  o f mass cu ltu re  in  m isogyn is t terms as 

an in fe rio r realm o f “ fem in ine ” entertainment.^^
B u t i t  is perhaps D ucham p’s celebrated d isda in  fo r w hat he called “ re tina l a rt,” 

the art o f  pure o p tic a lity  and visual appearance, th a t has m ost earned h im  a place in
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the pantheon o f current Am erican critics  o f  ocularcentrism . Here bo th  his apparent 
w ithd raw a l from  the art scene to play chess in  the 1920s (his last o il p a in tin g  was 
Tu m’ done in  1918) and the surpris ing  discovery after his death in  1968 tha t he was a ll 
the w h ile  preparing the shocking ins ta lla tion  or “ scu lp tu re -construction ” know n as 
Étant donnés (Being Given) now at the Philade lph ia  M useum  o f A r t,  have com bined to 
make h im  the leading c r it ic  o f the voyeuristic assumptions o f conventional p a in ting , 
perspectiva l rea lis t as w e ll as abstract and tw o -d im ens iona l. Indeed, he has been 
enlisted as a weapon in  the ba ttle  against the society o f the spectacle as a whole, even 
i f  Debord and S ituation ists  themselves had th o u g h t his a ttem p t m erely to  abolish 
art, rather than both  abolish and realize i t ,  was flawed.^®

D ucham p also presented a cha llenge to  the  G reenberg ian  defence o f pure  
o p tic a lity  by d ire c tin g  a tte n tio n  away from  the essence o f specific arts, v isual or 
otherwise, to  the general, sensually abstracted category o f “ a rt” as such. As T h ie rry  
de D uve recently po in ted  ou t, D ucham p foregrounded w hat Foucault was to call the 
“ enuciative” capacity o f language, its  a b ility  to make perform ative statements rather 
than m erely describe w hat already e x is ts .A l th o u g h  he perfo rm ative ly  designated 
v isua lly  accessible objects as art —  some o f the readymades can, in  fact, be looked 
at and appreciated in  fo rm a l terms —  i t  was the act o f designating tha t was crucia l, 
as evidenced by his ind iffe rence to  the found or fabricated q u a lity  o f  the objects 
themselves. T h is  generalization o f the act o f æsthetic fia t w ith  no a tten tion  to  the 
differences among the arts was a key instance o f w hat M ichæ l Fried had damned as 
“ th e a trica lity ” in  “ A r t  and O bjecthood .” '̂ ®

W h a t made D ucham p so pow erfu l a resource fo r those who wanted to challenge 
the  G reenberg ian  pa rad igm  was no t o n ly  his subversion o f received no tions  o f 
æsthetic value, not only, tha t is, his in te lle c tua l s tim u lus  to  conceptualism , b u t also 
his restoration o f the desiring body in  m uch o f his w ork . D ucham p’s erotic preoccu­
pations, evident, fo r example, in  the u n d u la tin g  op tica l discs he dubbed “ ro tore lie fs” 
or the “ Large Glass” (also called The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, Even), in i t ia l­
ly  in v ite d  reductive psychological explanations. B u t more recently, they have been 
the s tim u lus  to  a very d iffe ren t set o f questions, w h ich  deal w ith  the interference 
produced by the in te rven tion  o f repe titive  and u n fu lfille d  desire in to  the space o f the 
seem ingly p len itud inous  visual object. Lyo ta rd ’s 1977 Les Transformateurs Duchamp 
had already addressed some o f the same issues, b u t in  A m erica , i t  was R osalind 

Krauss and her collaborators at the jou rna l October who m ost in s is te n tly  explored 
th e ir im plications.'^ '

Krauss’s role in  the d issem ination and elaboration o f post-Greenbergian ideas 
has been central, so m uch so tha t A m e lia  Jones could tu rn  her in to  “ a sort o f  in s t itu ­
tio n a l a u tho r-func tion  whose in fluence on th is  level has been vast.” ''^ A lth o u g h  a
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considerably more personal reading o f Krauss’s anim us towards Greenberg, who had 
been her teacher in  the 1960s, is in v ite d  by the b it te r  evocation o f his balefu l presence 
in  her recent book The Optical Unconscious, i t  is clear tha t one o f the reasons fo r th e ir 
fa l l in g  o u t concerns a rad ica l d iffe rence  in  th e ir  app rec ia tions  o f  D ucham p . 
As Krauss recalled, “ w hat C lem  detests in  D ucham p ’s a rt is its  pressure towards 
desu b lim a tio n . ‘L e ve lin g ’ he calls i t .  The a tte m p t to  erase d is tin c tio n s  between 
art and non-art, between the absolute gratuitousness o f fo rm  and the com m odity. 

The strategy, in  short, o f the readymade.
As early as 1977 and her Passages in  Modern Sculpture, Krauss was already find ing  

m uch to adm ire in  D ucham p’s challenge to  a w e lte r o f tra d itio n a l assumptions about 
art as sub lim a tion , in c lu d in g  those tha t in fo rm ed the Greenbergian defence o f h igh  
m odernism . She app rov ing ly  acknowledged his debt to the w rite r Raym ond Roussel’s 
d e m o litio n  o f the idea tha t works o f a rt expressed a creator’s in te r io r ity  by acting as 
“ a transparent pane —  a w indow  th rough  w h ich  the psychological spaces o f v iewer 
and crea tor are open on to  each o t h e r . D u c h a m p ’s rad ica l a n ti-p sych o lo g ism , 

his denial th a t works reveal the a rt is t’s soul or even his in ten tions , Krauss compared 
to  the an ti-sub jec tiv ism  o f bo th  the m in im a lis t artists o f  the 1970s and the “ new 
novelists” o f  the same era: “ I t  is no accident th a t the w o rk  o f [R o b e rt] M o rris  and 
[R ich a rd ] Serra was being made at the tim e  when novelists in  France were declaring: 
‘I  do not w rite . I  am w r it te n ’ . I n  a ll these cases, the art object was situated in  a 
d iscu rs ive  fie ld  ra th e r than  understood as a s e lf-s u ffic ie n t v isua l presence. For 
Krauss, the tra jecto ry  o f contem porary scu lp ture from  R od in  to  R obert Sm ithson 
in c re a s in g ly  b ro u g h t to  the  fore prec ise ly  the  th e a tr ic a lity  and te m p o ra lity  —  
the “ passages” m entioned in  her t i t le  —  tha t Greenbergian purists lik e  Fried had 

tr ie d  so hard to banish.
The te m p o ra lity  in troduced  by D ucham p, she la te r claimed,"*^ was th a t o f a 

b l in k in g  eye ra th e r th a n  the  f ix a t in g  stare o f  the  m o d e rn is t a rt is t/b e h o ld e r. 
A n tic ip a tin g  D errida ’s famous deconstruction o f Husserl’s reliance on the instantane- 
i ty  o f the Augenblick, D ucham p’s w o rk  showed th a t even a b lin k  has dura tion . A nd  
when the b lin k  is repeated, i t  reveals w hat Krauss called, in  s t i l l  another essay on th is  

them e, the “ im /pu lse  to  see,” w h ich  expressed the rhy thm s o f e ro tic desire and its  
frus tra tion . N o w  her reading o f D ucham p adm itted  a psychological d im ension, b u t 
one tha t revealed a d iv ided , p a rtly  formless rather than un ified  and expressive subject. 
I t  was the unstoppable beat repe titive ly  coursing th rough  tha t d isun ified  subject, she 
charged, tha t “ m odernism  had solem nly legislated o u t o f  the visual dom ain, asserting 
a separation o f the senses th a t w i l l  always mean th a t the tem poral can never d is ru p t 
the visual from  w ith in , b u t on ly  assault i t  from  a pos ition  tha t is necessarily outside, 
external, eccentric.”
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M oreover, the  m o m e n t w hen the  eye was closed co u ld  be unde rs tood  as 
p ro v id in g  a screen on w h ich  the non -p len itud inous , heterogeneous signs o f w hat 
D errida  called écriture could be projected. Here the fig u ra lity  o f w h ich  Lyotard had 
w r it te n  in  Discours, F igure  was crossed by d is c u rs iv ity , b u t b o th  were in te rn a l 
to  vis ion rather than one w ith in  and the other w ith o u t. In  s t i l l  another way, Krauss 
contended, the p u r ity  o f  v isua l experience was unde rm ined  by the  b l in k  o f the 
eye. L ik e  the in te r ru p t io n  experienced by the voyeur sudden ly  caugh t lo o k in g  
th rough  a keyhole, so trenchantly  described in  Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, the body 
intervened to  subvert the illu s io n  o f pure, d isincarnated s ight. Instead, a chiasm ic 
in te r tw in in g  o f v iewer and viewed, o f  the subject and ob ject o f the gaze, ensued, 
w h ich  m ob ilized  specular processes o f p ro jection  and iden tifica tion .

A  s im ila r sens itiv ity  to the ways in  w h ich  tem po ra lity  and the body d isrupted 
the ideo logy  o f v isua l presence was ev ident in  K rauss’s ce lebra tion  o f S urrea list 
photography, so long  m a ligned  as im p u re  g im m ic k ry  by advocates o f  m odern is t 
fo r m a l is m .H e r e  she employed D errida ’s no tion  o f spacing to expla in the ways in  

w h ich  in te rna l deferral and do u b lin g  subvert seem ingly un ified  in d iv id u a l prints.^® 
The result, she argued, was a visual heterogeneity tha t presents w hat is seen as always 
already discursive ly coded, as, in  fact, a k in d  o f dissem inating écriture in  the c o m p li­
cated sense o f tha t w ord  in troduced by deconstruction.

Even no n -S u rrea lis t p h o to g ra p h y  co u ld  be understood  to  deny the  v isu a l 
p len itude , the fo rm al self-sufficiency, assumed by the h ig h  m odern ist defence o f the 
m ed ium . Here the comparison D ucham p once made between his readymades and 
snapshots was te llin g , Krauss argued, because i t  suggested tha t the photographs also 
needed some textua l supplem entation to become fu lly  m eaningfu l. T ha t is, snapshots 
were e m p ty  s ig n ifie rs , w rested  fro m  any n a rra tive  coherence and p roduced  by 
the indexical trace, the bru te  physical residue, o f  the objects they reproduced. As a 
consequence, they needed captions to  make them  m eaningfu l.

W he the r lik e  écriture and thus in te rn a lly  coded in  heterogeneous ways or like  
uncoded indices and thus in  need o f a supplem entary tex t to g ive them  m eaning, 
photographs could be understood to  challenge the ideology o f pure visual presence 
prom ulgated by Greenberg and his fo llowers. In  m uch o f the art o f the 1970s, in c lu d ­
in g  tha t w h ich  seemed an extension o f A bstract Expressionism, Krauss detected the 

im pact o f  the photograph in  precisely th is  fashion: “ Its  visual and fo rm al e ffect,” she 

w rote  o f one example, “ was tha t o f caption ing : o f  bow ing  to  the im p lie d  necessity to 
add a surfe it o f w r itte n  in fo rm a tio n  to  the depleted power o f the pa in ted s ign .” ^̂

I t  was n o t, how ever, u n t i l  the  in tro d u c t io n  o f  even m ore  e x p l ic i t ly  a n t i ­
ocularcentric, a n ti-su b lim a tin g  argum ents from  B ata ille  in  her w o rk  o f the 1980s tha t 
Krauss was able to  demonstrate how depleted tha t power actua lly  was.^^ Krauss firs t
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evoked the au thor o f the scandalous pornographic novel Histoire de Vœil in  her 1983 
essay “ N o  M o re  P la y ,” p u b lis h e d  in  a M useum  o f  M o d e rn  A r t  c o lle c t io n  on 
Prim itiv ism  in  20th  Century A r t  and reprin ted  in  her enorm ously in flu e n tia l co llection  

The O rig in a lity  o f the A vant-G arde and Other Modernist Myths2^ B a ta ille s  v io le n t 
fantasies o f enucleation and the m etaphoric displacem ent o f the eye by other objects 
lik e  the sun, eggs and testicles w o rk , she recognized, to  depriv ilege v is ion  in  general 
and fo rm a l c la r ity  in  particu lar. H is  in tro d u c tio n  o f the w ord  informe in  the Surrealist 
jo u rn a l Documents in  the  1930s in d ic a te d  a cha llenge  to  the  fo rm a lis t bias o f 
h ig h  m odernism , indeed to any no tion  o f vertica l h ierarchy as opposed to horizonta l 
leve ling . The w ord  denoted, according to  Krauss, “ w ha t a lte ra tion  produces, the 
reduction o f m eaning or value, not by con trad ic tion  —  w h ich  w ou ld  be d ia lectica l —  
b u t by pu tre faction : the p u n c tu rin g  o f the l im its  around the te rm , the reduction  to 
the sameness o f  the cadaver —  w h ich  is transgressive.” ^̂  H ere the body as base, 
un form ed m a te ria lity , a m a te r ia lity  always susceptib le to  co rru p tio n , m u t ila t io n  
and decay, was p it te d  against the elevated, sub lim a ted , tim eless body o f fo rm a l 
perfection in  tra d itio n a l W estern art. Here a “ hard” p r im it iv is m  o f transgression and 
expenditure  replaced the “ so ft” p r im it iv is m  o f æstheticized visual form . Here the 
alleged su p e rio rity  o f  the s p ir itu a liz in g , fo rm a liz in g  head over the m a te ria liz in g , 
grotesque body, an acephalic body whose tangled innards m im ic  the obscurity  o f  the 
la b y rin th , is undone.

Perhaps the h ig h  w a te rm a rk  o f  K rauss’s a dop tion  o f the a n ti-o cu la rce n tr ic  
rh e to ric  em ana ting  fro m  France came in  the  1986 issue o f  October ded icated to  
B a ta i l le ,  to  w h ic h  she c o n tr ib u te d  an essay w it h  th e  s t r a ig h t fo rw a rd  t i t l e  
“ A n t iv is io n .B e m o a n in g  w hat she called the “ m odern ist fe tish iza tion  o f s igh t, 
whose effects she d isappo in ted ly detected in  B a ta ille ’s late book on M anet, Krauss 
celebrated his earlier embrace o f the values o f darkness, blindness and dazzlement in  

the obscu rity  o f  the caves at Lascaux or the la b y rin th  o f the M ino tau r. H e r essay 

ended by eagerly a n tic ip a tin g  the effects o f rereading m odernism  in  an tiv isua l terms, 

such as ''informe, acéphale, bassesse, a u to m u tila tio n  and blindness” :
I t  is no t clear w ha t an a lte rna tive  v iew  o f the h is to ry  o f  recent a rt —  
one operated th rough  B a ta illes  d is ru p tio n  o f the prerogatives o f a visual 
system —  w o u ld  y ie ld . I t  is m y  assum ption  th a t in  g e s tu rin g  tow ard  
ano the r set o f  data , in  sugges ting  ano the r g ro u p  o f  reasons, ano the r 
descrip tion  o f the goals o f  representation, another g round  fo r the very 
a c tiv ity  o f  a rt, its  y ie ld  w il l  be tremendous.
U lt im a te ly , the s im p le  b ina ry  im p lica tio n s  o f p ro - and a n ti-v is io n  seems to 

have proven too res tric tive  fo r Krauss, whose m ost recent book borrow ed W a lte r 
B en jam in ’s no tion  o f the “ op tica l unconscious” and gave i t  a Lacanian spin to suggest 
a s p lit w ith in  v is ion itself.^® A lth o u g h  in  some o f her earlier w o rk , she had adopted
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ideas about the fractured nature o f the visual fie ld developed by Lacan in  his Pour 
Fundamental Concepts o f Psycho-analysis, Krauss now was also able to draw  on the 
research o f Jonathan Crary, whose Techniques o f the Observer, published in  1990, dem on­
strated the im portance o f the n ine teenth-century recovery o f physio log ica l optics, the 
w ork ings o f the actual tw o  eyes in  the hum an body, in  ove rtu rn ing  the dom inan t 
m odel o f v is ion based on the disem bodied w ork ings o f a camera obscuraJ^

C rary’s own debts to Krauss in  re tu rn  and the French c ritiq u e  o f ocularcentrism  
are e v id e n t in  th is  rem arkab le  s tudy , b u t he w e n t beyond her in  teas ing  o u t 
the e x p lic it ly  p o lit ic a l im p lica tions  o f his m ateria l S itua ting  the m odern ist rejec­
tio n  o f perspectiva list realism in  an earlier and more widespread sh ift in  the status o f 
observation, w h ich  he dates as early as the 1820s, Crary argued tha t i t  was less o f a 
libe ra tion  than has been supposed. The new protocols o f  the observer seemed to a llow  
the body to  come back, b u t actually on ly pe rm itte d  the tw o  eyes to re tu rn , w h ile  s t i l l  
keeping the o ther senses, especially touch, at bay. “ T h is  au tonom iza tion  o f s igh t, 
occurring  in  many d iffe ren t dom ains,” Crary concludes, “ was a h is to rica l cond ition  
fo r the re b u ild in g  o f an observer fitte d  fo r the tasks o f ‘spectacular’ consum ption .”^' 

U n lik e  ea rlie r G reenberg ian  celebrants o f  m ode rn is t v is u a lity , w ho saw in  
itsem anc ipa tion  from  previous perspectiva l regim es a genu ine  lib e ra tio n , C rary 
had absorbed enough o f the French d is trus t o f  a ll scopic regimes to recognize the 
insid ious im p lica tions  o f h ig h  m odern is t op tica l p u rity . A m ong  the many French 
theoreticians he cites, in c lu d in g  Deleuze, Lyotard, Lacan, B ata ille  and B audrilla rd , 
tw o  in  pa rticu la r stand ou t fo r th e ir im pact on the p o lit ic a l significance Crary wrests 
from  his story: Foucault and D ebord. As m entioned above, the a lleged ly s in is te r 
p o l it ic a l im p lic a tio n s  o f  o cu la rcen trism  were o ften  an im p o r ta n t source o f  the 
Am erican interest in  its  subversion, com p lem enting  the fascination w ith  language 
and the body. Techniques o f the Observer de liberate ly  combines Foucault’s celebrated 
c r it iq u e  o f surve illance in  the the carcéral society o f  panop tic ism  w ith  D ebo rd ’s 
attack on the Spectacle, a com b ina tion  tha t ne ither French theoris t w ou ld  have been 
lik e ly  to  find  fe lic itous.

For Crary, however, bo th  regimes o f visual power have worked in  tandem to 
ra tiona lize v is ion in  the service o f the status quo:

A lm o s t s im u lta n e o u s  w ith  th is  fin a l d is s o lu t io n  o f  a tra n sce n d e n t 
founda tion  fo r v is ion  emerges a p lu ra lity  o f means to recode the a c tiv ity  
o f  the eye, to  reg im ent i t ,  to  he ighten its  p ro d u c tiv ity  and to prevent its  
d is tra c t io n . T hus the  im p e ra tive s  o f  c a p ita lis t m o d e rn iz a tio n , w h ile  
dem olish ing  the fie ld o f  classical v is ion , generated techniques fo r im posing  
visua l attentiveness, ra tio n a liz in g  sensation, and m anag ing  perception. 
T h e y  w ere d is c ip l in a ry  te ch n iq u e s  th a t re q u ire d  a n o tio n  o f  v is u a l
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experience as ins trum en ta l, m od ifiab le , and essentially abstract, and tha t
never a llowed a real w o rld  to acquire s o lid ity  or permanence.
Once again, the m odern ist visual regim e, w h ich  a generation ago d u rin g  the 

pos tw a r era seemed e m b le m a tic  o f  e m a n c ip a tio n  fro m  extraneous co n s tra in ts , 
is damned as its e lf a subtle fo rm  o f d isc ip line  and reg im enta tion , somehow co m p lic i- 
tous w ith  the im pera tives o f ca p ita lis t ra tio n a liza tio n . A lth o u g h  the a lte rna tive  
strategy o f evoking the desub lim a ting  effects o f Lyo ta rd ’s sub lim e or B a ta ille ’s informe 
has its e lf  recen tly  been questioned by another m em ber o f the October c irc le , H a l 
Foster, in  his new book on Surrealism and the uncanny. Compulsive B e a u t y i t  is clear 
th a t fo r anyone w ho has absorbed the last tw e n ty  or so years o f French theory in  
Am erica, there can be no tu rn in g  back.

N o t surpris ing ly, the m ost vociferous champions o f h ig h  m odernism  in  1990s 

Am erica, at least in  the visual arts, o ften tu rn  ou t to be outspokenly conservative 

figures lik e  H il to n  K ram er and Roger K im b a ll, whose distaste fo r French theory goes 
along w ith  th e ir hatred o f any th ing  tha t questions lite ra ry  canons or subverts the 
d is tin c tio n  between h ig h  and low  cu ltu re , thus th rea ten ing  the tra d it io n a l value 
hierarchies they so doggedly defend. A lth o u g h  Paris has not yet stolen back the idea 
o f m odern art from  N ew  Y ork, or rather recovered its  place as the dom inan t locus 

o f contem porary a rtis tic  creation, the in fi lt ra tio n  o f French theory, in  pa rticu la r its  
c r itiq u e  o f ocularcentrism , has been a pow erfu l weapon in  the d ism a n tlin g  o f the 
c r itica l consensus tha t made the th e ft seem w o rth  the e ffo rt in  the firs t place. W h a t 
French artists may not have been able to b rin g  about, French theory seems to  have 
u ltim a te ly  accomplished: the d isso lu tion  o f the tr iu m p h a lis t reading o f m odern art as 
the rea liza tion  o f  æsthetic t ru th  in  the context o f p o lit ic a l freedom . W e now  see 
th ings  d iffe re n tly  on our side o f the A tla n tic , i f  indeed we feel able to see any th ing  
very clearly at a ll.
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S u s a n  D o u g l a s

Professeur au D épartem ent d ’arts visuels de l ’U n ive rs ité  d ’O ttaw a, Susan 
Douglas trava ille  sur les questions reliées à la cu ltu re  v isuelle  et à l ’art 
canadien contem pora in . E lle  co llabore régu liè rem ent à Parachute ainsi 
q u ’à d ’autres revues spécialisées, où e lle  a é c r it  sur les résonances 
p o lit iq u e s  des représentations de pra tiques S /M , sur les concepts de 
ru ine et de fragm ent dans l ’œuvre d ’Andres Serrano, ainsi que sur les 
questions de technologie et de modernism e dans l ’art d it  « p r im itif» .
E lle  est p ré se n te m e n t com m issa ire  in v ité e  p o u r une e x p o s itio n  

in t itu lé e  Les Occupantes, q u i exp lorera  les in terfaces en tre  l ’espace 
muséal et l ’espace domestique.
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the interface between domestic and museum space.
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I  w ant to  thank you both  fo r s itua ting  more precisely the terms o f the engage­
m ent between m odernism  and the visual fie ld. N ico le  D u b re u il-B lo n d in , con firm ing  
m y suspicion tha t jus t beyond F ried ’s seem ingly non-canonical postform alism  lies 
a env igora ted  and fa r fro m  abandoned “ tr iu m p h a n t m o d e rn is m ,” I  th in k ,  has 
in troduced to  the discussion the necessary vocabulary o f an ascending and descending 
fo rm alism  tha t, as a m oda lity  o f  th o u g h t and mechanism o f in te rp re ta tion  fo r visual 
cu ltu re  has been destined, by w rite rs  such as M a r tin  Jay and others present here 
today, to  be problem atized and found w an ting . The doub le-figure  o f Fried I  and I I ,  
the c r it ic  and the a rt h is to rian , is pa rticu la rly  suggestive. I t  suggests a fie ld o f deter­

m inations —  the boundaries and fron tie rs tha t make up discourses —  co llec ting  as 
one form  o f a practice o f reception: fo r Fried, then, the no tion  o f aesthetic judgm en t 

as a series o f  questions and th e ir  response whose e m a n c ip a to ry  p o te n t ia l and 

d is rup tive  force is fixed in  re la tion  to a pre-exis ting  mechanism o f representation: 
a perfo rm ance  fo r w h ic h  W .J .T . M itc h e l l  a ffo rds the  ir re s is tib le  im age o f  the  
v e n tr ilo q u is t. W ith  D u b re u il-B lo n d in , M itc h e ll helps me to  locate the tension 
between m odern ism ’s pure fo rm  and issues o f power tha t operate w ith in  g iven texts 
to produce the effect o f discursive transparency, or na tura liza tion . T h is  p u r ity  o f the 
aesthetic, and h ig h  art, to  w h ich  Fried addresses h im se lf and w h ich  D u b re u il-B lo n d in  
so e loquently  exposes, is w hat attaches her presentation to  M a rtin  Jay’s.

M a r t in  Jay in  tu rn  provides us w ith  the  o p p o r tu n ity  to  consider how  the 
encounter between fo rm alism  and contem porary c r itica l theory m ig h t be m ediated. I f  
the experience o f the aesthetic can be said h is to rica lly  to have been (provis iona lly) 
closed by the hegemonic func tion  o f pure v is ib i l i ty  —  the p u r ity  o f the op tica l to 
w h ich  Jay refers and w h ich , v ia Greenberg, becomes the de fin ing  characteristic o f 
m odern a rt —  then its  d is ru p tio n , in  the fo rm  o f a series o f necessary and theoretical 
in te rv e n t io n s  upon  d o m in a n t tra d it io n s  o f  v ie w in g , opens up and celebrates 
the poss ib ilities  o f an alternate awareness, be i t  an awareness b rough t in  by sh iftin g  
sensory registers (the facu lty  o f  sm ell, fo r example, rather than s igh t), by restoring 
the fleshly body, o r by th in k in g  th rough  the conjunctures o f language and/or ocular 
desire. W h a t these papers share, then, is a c r it ic a l vocabulary whose app lica tion , 

i f  not necessarily its  conscious in te n t, is p o lit ic a l in  the sense tha t i t  poses a funda­
m enta l challenge to  received know ledge.

By way o f  a réponse I  w ant to  extend the vocabulary o f  these im p o rta n t and 
in tro d u c to ry  critiques o f the hegemonic gaze o f m odernism  fo r a general audience, 
m in d fu l tha t, in  order to do so, I  w i l l  have to  s im p lify  w hat are indeed rich  and com ­
p lex debates and c ritiques alm ost beyond the recogn ition  o f the theorists who have 

generated them , some o f w hom  are present today. M y  apologies to  them  in  advance 
fo r any omissions and a ll overly  reductive  re fo rm u la tions  on m y part. M y  p o in t.

48



however, is to  begin to establish fo r the audience a c ritica l language w ith  w h ich  they 
are perhaps u n fam ilia r and by means o f w h ich  a more f ru it fu l discussion m ig h t be 
engaged fu rth e r along. The images before you, bo th  o f works by René M a g ritte , are 
in tended to “ g round ” w hat m ig h t otherwise be a very abstract discussion.

To the r ig h t,  the fixed, m onocu la r and hegem onic gaze o f m odern ism  th a t 
comes to be involved in  a descrip tion o f the w o rld  as a re flection o f the w orld  o f real­
ity. I t  suggests an in s titu tio n a lize d  ocularcentrism ; in  o ther words, i t  m ig h t be read 
as re ferring to  the in te rna liza tion  o f the technologies o f s igh t as the foundation  o f 
experience. S igh t, then, as the dom inan t sense, and m onocular v is ion , co inc iden t 
w ith  the illu so ry  standpo in t o f p ro jective representations o f space in  western art, as 
em blem atic o f a ra tiona l, d istancing, scientific  and subord ina ting  gaze, the eye o f a 
disinterested, objective log ic  and pure fo rm , the top -dow n gaze o f the Foucauldian 
panopticon. T h is  image then represents the “ elevated, timeless body o f fo rm al perfec­
t io n ,” th a t is the gaze, the dom inan t fo rm a tio n  th a t Jay has described as centra l 
to  “ the scopic regim e o f m odern ity .”

By contrast, the image on the le ft signifies its  opposite: the expanded gaze o f 
contem porary visual experience, an embodied as opposed to d isem bodied look ing , 
th e  h is to r ic a l c o n d it io n  o f  re p re s e n ta tio n  as opposed to  th e  tra n sce n d e n ta l 
s ig n ifica tio n  im posed by recourse to  a tem pora l, essentialized fo rm , e tc., and the 
provocative and b lu rr in g  glance o f contem porary visual p roduction . In  short, these 
images are rich ly  suggestive in  evoking firs t, the co-extensiveness o f the eye and the 
m in d  constitu ted  by m odernism  as an im ag is tic  reflex; second, in  s itu a tin g  the incar­
nated, yet at tim es s t i l l  monocular, look ing  o f curren t cu ltu ra l theory.

M y  in te rp re ta tion  is necessarily incom plete , p rovis iona l, and requires nuance. 
Yet, understood in  re la tion to the papers we’ve just heard and in  the context o f th is 
conference, w hat these images trope is a broader spectrum o f art h is to rica l inqu iries  
tha t have emerged over the last tw o decades to define questions o f v is ib i l i ty  in  mean­
in g fu l new ways and in  re la tion  to social and h is to rica l bodies. Touching on cu ltu ra l 
studies, lite ra ry  c ritic ism , ph ilosophy and h istory, the in te rroga tion  o f visual cu ltu re  
has been exp lo red  w ith  special p rom inence  in  a rt h is to ry  in  re la tio n  to  v isua l 

m odernism . V isualism  engages representation in  tw o im p o rta n t form ations: one, as 
i t  is represented in  and constructed by works o f art; the other, th rough  the a rtw o rk ’s 
address to  the v iew er, th a t is to  say, in  the o b je c t’s in te rsec tion  w ith  the social 
fo rm a tio n  o f  gender, class, race, a nd /o r sexua lity . In v o lv in g  an e xa m in a tio n  o f 
the  c o n fro n ta tio n  and d ia logue  betw een aesthetics and social theo ry  as w e ll as 
questions o f in te rp re ta tion  and theoretica l models o f the reception o f art, v isualism  

explores the h is to r ic ity  o f  v is ion  at the same tim e  as exam in ing  the v is u a lity  o f  
d iffe r in g  art practices.
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Vision and v isua lity  are central terms to a m ed ita tion  on the incarnated gaze 
such as tha t w h ich  is being proposed here. F irs t coined in  1988 by H a l Foster, the 

ru b ric  “ v is ion and v is u a lity ” embraces a social and h is to rica l con junc tion  “ between 

the mechanisms o f s igh t and its  h is to rica l techniques, between the da tum  o f v is ion 
and its  discursive de te rm inations” (Foster: p. ix ); in  o ther words, i t  refers to  s igh t as 
perceptual phenomenon and s igh t as op tica l fact. A n  ob lique  look at visual subcul­
tures, i t  has also been referred to  in  an thropolog ica l circles as “ v isua lism ” (Taylor) due 
to its  coincidence w ith  w hat M a rtin  Jay has term ed, as I  noted earlier, the “ scopic 

regimes o f m o d e rn ity ” (1988). In  recent critiques, the fie ld  o f v is ion  and v isua lity , 
its e lf a p rob lem atiza tion  o f visual presence, has been positioned re lative to abjection 
as standing fo r au thorita rian ism  itse lf.' Even so, a lthough  the terra in  o f the visual 
m us t be acknow ledged as fra u g h t, fo r c u ltu ra l c r it ic s , R osa lind  K rauss’s “ a n t i­
v is ion ,” N o rm an  Bryson’s “ anamorphosis,” and C hris tine  B uc i-G lucksm ann ’s “ la  fo lie  
du voir" and “ le regard baroque,” to  name jus t a few in te rventions in  th is  ever g row ing  
fie ld , variously represent an investiga tion  in to  the genealogy o f visual insurgence and 

social repression, sub lim a tion , rup tu re , d is location and excess.
I t  is d i f f ic u l t  to  characte rize  the  h is to ry  o f  v is io n  and v is u a lity  in  a few  

lines. Aspects o f its  in s titu tio n a l fo rm a tion  as a d isc ip lina ry  fie ld can be traced in  the 
w r it in g  o f a w ide  range o f artists and w rite rs  in  bo th  Europe and the U.S. Loosely 
cons te lla ting  as a fo rm a tio n  o f the N ew  A r t  H is to ry  and therefore ta k in g  up, to 
vary ing  degrees, aspects o f social h istory, anthropology, cu ltu ra l studies, fem in ism , 
psychoanalysis, semiotics and queer studies, v is ion and v isua lity , and w ith  i t  ques­
tions  o f  representa tion  and pe rcep tion , is m an ifes t as a concern in  the  w o rk  o f 
th inke rs  as d iffe ren t as Jonathan Crary, Svetlana A lpers, G rise lda  P o llock, W .J.T. 

M itc h e ll,  Jacque line  Rose, V ic to r  B u rg in , Laura M u lve y  and M ichæ l Baxandall. 
There are hosts o f others I  m ig h t also name. W estern v isu a lity  is c ited by Bryson and 
M ieke  Bal, fo r example, in  re la tion  to  semiotics, by M ichæ l Fried, couched in  phe­
nomenology, and i t  is located in  its  connection to deconstruction by Jacques D errida, 

to  instan tia te  on ly  a few examples. Some, i f  no t a ll, o f  these authors’ projects have 

been im pacted by the ph ilosoph ica l texts o f M a rtin  Heidegger, M aurice M erleau- 

Ponty, Jean B aud rilla rd  and A lphonso L ing is , by Fredric Jameson’s c r itica l theory, 
and by the con tribu tions  o f scholars such as Andrea N ye  and Barbara M aria  Stafford, 
again, to  name ju s t some. In  another set o f  theo re tica l developm ents th a t focus 
around id e n tity , difference, location, power, representation and discourse, i t  marks 
the social form ations and representational practices o f a lte r ity  as the idea o f sex, race 
and gender difference (see, fo r example, the w o rk  o f M ary K e lly , M ary  A n n  Doane, 

be ll hooks, R ichard Dyer, Kobena Mercer). A nd , in  s t i l l  another context, w ith in  a 
generalized log ic  o f representation tha t has been called the “ log is tics o f  the im age,”
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the h is to ry  o f  the regimes o f the visual is also cast as a site fo r the technologies o f 
perception (I am th in k in g  here o f D avid  Michael Levin and Paul V ir i l io ,  fo r example.)

Debates engaging v is ion  and v is u a lity  have taken place across the pages o f 
journals as varied as Screen, Block, A r t  History, Oxford A r t  Journal, Representations, New 
Formations and Semiotica, at numerous d isc ip lin a ry  and in s t itu t io n a l sites, and at 
m u lt i- ,  pan- and in te rd isc ip lin a ry  fora, conferences and symposia such as th is  one. Its 
h is to ry  has been most extensively rendered by Jay. Locating its practice along an axis 
runn ing  from  Renaissance “ perspectiva lism ” to Derridean “ blindness” (1988; 1994), 
in  Jay’s narrative, as in  the w o rk  o f others already m entioned, the prob lem atic  o f 
perspective and o f a to ta liz in g , hegemonic epistem ology are in tim a te ly  conjoined.

The in te rroga tion  o f vis ion is the question ing  o f a dom inan t paradigm  o f k n o w l­
edge at the same tim e  as i t  is the question ing  o f s igh t as the dom inan t sense. In  terms 
o f cu ltu re , one o f its  m u lt ip le  po in ts o f reference is the Cartesian d iv is ion  o f m ind  and 
body w h ich  established a hierarchy fo r know ledge and in s titu te d  s igh t as dom inan t 
among the faculties (Jay); in  discursive terms i t  has been seen to a lign  its e lf w ith  

pha llocentrism  by certa in fem in is t academics (see W rig h t)  and w ith  a set o f  relations 
o f dom ina tion  and submission by postcolonial c ritics  and others as w e ll (e.g. Bhabha, 
Foster, T rin h , Lacan). In  add ition , the facu lty  o f  observation is c ritica l to  the textua l- 
iza tion o f the subject in to  an object in  an thropolog ica l accounts (see C liffo rd , Marcus, 
Townsend-G ault). In  terms o f the visual arts, i t  has been variously described as a 
cond ition  o f representation in  its  fo rm a tion  as the pro jective  descrip tion o f spatial 
re lations upon the p ic tu re  plane (Berger, Jay, et alia) and as the cond ition  o f poss ib il­
i ty  fo r the c inem atic  apparatus (e.g. M etz, M u lvey, de Lauretis). M ost recently i t  
nominates the re flection or em bod im ent o f a lternate scopic practices and discursive 
positiona lities. D onald  Preziozi, fo r example, re th inks the art h is to rica l canon in  rela­
tio n  to  anam orphism  as a metaphor. In  her m ost recent w o rk , Krauss embraces the 
visual as a c r it ic a l te rra in  fo r the c ircu la tio n  o f  w ild  and p o te n tia lly  catastrophic 
effects (1994). In  short, v is ion  and v isu a lity  is an ever expanding and ra p id ly  chang­
in g  fie ld  tha t cuts across and in flects the d ia lec tic  o f m odernism  and postm odernism . 
I t  conjoins lite ra ry  trad itions , cu ltu ra l phenomena and contem porary art practices in  
ever fu g itiv e , con tingen t and s tim u la tin g  new ways.

A l l  o f th is  to  say, then, tha t the question o f m odernism  and the gaze involves the 
location o f a pa rticu la r response in  re la tion  to the v iewer and is concerned w ith  a p o l­
itics  o f reading. C rucia lly , i t  seems to me, i t  situates the experientia l in  re la tion  to the 
text, at the same tim e  tha t i t  th inks  the connections between the presumed o b jec tiv ­
i ty  and fram ing  power o f v is ion  and the art object as a “ se lf-suffic ient visual presence” 
(Jay, p . l9 ) ‘ I t  is perhaps th is  b lu rr in g  o f boundaries, the enmeshedness o f the visual 
fie ld  as i t  were, tha t articulates fo r me the m ost p roductive  tensions in  theories o f
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vis ion  and v isua lity , and yet in  a certa in way, i t  is absent from  your texts. I t  b rings me 
to m y question to you both: W h a t has emerged centra lly  from  your texts is tha t the 

visual is bound up w ith  issues o f language and sexuality, is m ob ilized  by “ specular 

processes o f p ro jection  and id e n tifica tio n ” and involves the in te r tw in in g  o f viewer 
and viewed. The subversive po ten tia l o f your texts is clear. A n d  yet, in  your fo rm u la ­
tions o f the d isso lu tion  o f the m odern, questions o f the specific ity  o f race, sex, gender 
and class are n o tice a b ly  absent. N ic o le , co u ld  you p in p o in t  m ore  c lose ly  the  
specificities o f the socio-h istorica l spectator in  F ried ’s dispositif, and M a rtin , could you 
extend the terms o f your discussion fu rth e r to  take account o f  the postcolonia l desta­
b iliza tio n  o f visual au thority?

1. See Simon Taylor, “The Phobic Object: Abjection in Contemporary A rt” , in Abject A rt: Repulsion and Desire in 
American A rt (New York: W hitney Museum o f American A rt, 1993).
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R H E T O R I C  BY A R R A N G E M E N T :  
S E E I N G  IS B E L I E V I N G '

R e e s a  G r e e n b e r g

Reesa Greenberg est professeur associée au D épartem ent d ’h is to ire  de l ’art 
de l ’U n ive rs ité  Concordia. Son trava il récent porte p rinc ipa lem ent sur les 

questions relatives au contexte de présentation de l ’œuvre d ’art. E lle  étudie 

plus particu liè rem ent les différentes significations reliées aux divers types 
d ’accrochage des œuvres dans les expositions. E lle  a pub lié  de nombreux 
a rtic les  sur la ques tion  des musées, d o n t : « M a k in g  U p  M useum s: 
R e v is io n is m  and Fred W ils o n »  {Parachute, 1 9 9 4 ) et « O b je c ts  o f  
C urios ity : Photographs o f Museums» (Trois, 1992). Reesa Greenberg est 
co-directrice (avec Bruce Ferguson et Sandy N a irne) de l ’ouvrage in t itu lé  
Thinking About Exhibitions ( à paraître chez Routledge en 1996).

Reesa Greenberg is Associate Professor o f A r t  H is to ry  at C oncordia 
U n ive rs ity . She has pub lished  m any a rtic les , reviews and catalogue 
essays on Québec, Canadian and in te rna tiona l a rt and artists, among 
them  “M a k in g  U p  Museums: Revisionism  and Fred W ils o n ” {Parachute, 
1994) and “ Objects o f  C u rios ity : Photographs o f M useum s” (Trois, 1992).
H e r recent w o rk  concentrates on issues pe rta in ing  to  the presentation o f 
art and the meanings o f d iffe r in g  ins ta lla tion  modes in  e xh ib itio n  contexts. 
She is co-editor, w ith  Sandy N a irne  and Bruce W . Ferguson o f Thinking About 
Exhibitions {E otû icom 'ing, Routledge, 1996)
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T h is  pape r is d e d ica te d  to  tw o  M o n tré a l scholars whose w o rk  has been 
ins trum en ta l in  the fo rm a tion  o f m y ideas about museum display. For many years, 
Jenn ife r Fisher’s research on display rhetorics, a haptic  mode o f apprehension and the 

im p o rta n c e  o f  agency, as w e ll as Johanne L a m o u re u x ’s ideas a b o u t t im e , s ite  
specific ity and decor when in te rp re tin g  exh ib itions have been tw o  o f m y m ain  sources 
fo r s tim u la tin g  and transfo rm ative  concepts w ith  regard to  e x h ib it io n  structu re , 
m eaning and poten tia l.

Once upon a tim e
In  the land o f museums
Pictures were hung a ll in  a row
Round and round each room they w ou ld  go
The spaces between them  just so
N o th in g  above, no th in g  below
N o t too h ig h , nor too low
I t  made a very impressive show

So m uch so
T ha t th is  system d id  g row  and g row  and grow
U n t i l  the day some began to  say
N O .

M ost museums s t i l l  d isp lay T w en tie th  C en tu ry  w a ll a rt by arrang ing  works 
in  a u n ilinea r fashion on a w h ite  surface w ith  enough space between each object to  
suggest its  discreteness b u t no t so m uch tha t the p o ss ib ility  o f connection w ith  w o rk  
to e ithe r side can be en tire ly  ignored. The system is employed w ith  bo th  large and 
sm all works, regardless o f m ed ium . I t  is also found in  non-m useum  settings such as 

com m ercia l galleries, in s titu tio n s  o f various k inds and homes. The presence o f w hat 
has become the dom inan t m odern ist mode o f d isplay over a range o f presentation 
sites is now a s im p lified  and m u tu a lly  re in fo rc ing  means o f designating pa rticu la r 
objects “ a r t” as w e ll as a veh ic le  th ro u g h  w h ich  the v ie w e r’s b o d ily  and m enta l 
processes in  re la tion  to  the act o f  seeing are codified, often m uch to  the re lie f o f bo th  
in s t itu t io n  and in d iv id u a l.

As the  recent l i te ra tu re  on e x h ib it io n s  has do cu m e n te d , th ro u g h o u t the  
tw e n tie th  century, a rtis ts have consisten tly  offered a lternate visions in  d isp lay ing  
w a ll w ork,^ in  p a rticu la r the c luster hang. A lth o u g h  there has been a concerted e ffo rt 
to  reconstruct o r app rox im a te  h is to rica l non -m ono linea r hangs (the  S uprem atis t 
e xh ib itio n , Los Angeles, 1982-1983; the tw e n ty -tw o -fo o t scale m odel o f  the Entartete 
Kunst e xh ib it io n  designed by Frank G ehry in  the 1991 Degenerate A r t  e xh ib itio n ), 

these, lik e  th e ir  predecessors, are usua lly  iso la ted, ephem eral events, m ost o ften  

confined to  tem porary  e xh ib it io n s  and, as such, s t i l l  no t an in te g ra l p a rt o f  the
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display vocabulary in  museums when hanging tw e n tie th  century works over a longer 
te rm . T he  same is tru e  o f  the  em ergence o f  the  c lu s te r hang by a rtis ts  since 
the 1970s. T h e ir w o rk  may be part o f a tem porary e xh ib itio n  or constitu te  a special 
p ro ject bu t, in  m ost instances, is lim ite d  in  dura tion . The cluster hang, then, is and is 
not part o f  the d isplay rhetoric o f  today’s museums when show ing contem porary art.

Th is paper examines the im p lica tions , ideologies and idiosyncrasies o f the co­
existence o f w hat m ig h t be deemed, in  p o lit ic a l terms, co n flic tin g  constructs o f the 
museum  U to p ia  or, us ing  a psycho log ica l m ode l, d issoc ia tiona l d isorders o f the 
museum psyche resu lting  from  amnesia, repression and traum a by loosely com paring 
and contrasting, in  a m ethodology indebted to  H e in rich  W d lf f l in ,  the m onolinear 
and cluster hang in  pa rticu la r, especially when used to d isp lay contem porary art. 
S ty lis tica lly , the paper has been w rit te n  in  d iffe ren t and seem ingly unrelated ways to 
echo the existence and d is juncture  o f m u lt ip le  d isplay m odalities w ith in  the same 
analytic, academic or a rch itectura l space.

The decision to  present a paper using d iffe ren t form s o f language, in  Québec, so 
soon after the O ctober 30, 1995 Referendum asking w hether Québec should separate 
from  Canada, is more than an æsthetic a ttem p t to  em body the lin g u is tic  differences 
and dialectics o f prose and poetic paradigms o f language and meaning, or m odern ist 
and p o s tm o d e rn is t modes o f  l in g u is t ic  m a n ip u la t io n , o r gendered d iffe rences 
between verbal constructions iden tified  as masculine and fem in ine , or the experien­
tia l distances between spoken and w rit te n  languages.

U s in g  at least tw o  tongues^ in  to d a y ’s p resen ta tion  em bodies m y personal 
and p o lit ic a l h is to ry  as a m u lti lin g u a l, Canadian, Jew ish, female liv in g  in  M ontréa l, 
one com m itted  to a federalist rather than a separatist v is ion  o f U top ia , bo th  in  the 
m useum  and the co u n try  kn ow n  as Canada. M y  p o s itio n  as a Federalist became 
entrenched in  the spring o f 1965 after fin d in g  and h o ld in g  a t ic k in g  bom b placed, 
sym b o lica lly , unde r the th rone  o f  the  sta tue o f  Queen V ic to r ia  ou ts ide  M c G il l  

U n ive rs ity ’s Royal V ic to ria  College, not h a lf a m ile  from  here on Sherbrooke Street. 
The bom b le ft by the R N L  (the Rassemblement pour la L ibéra tion  du  Québec) was 
tim ed  to explode ten m inutes la ter and designed to  k i l l  over 200 young wom en who 
were ga thering  a few metres away. I t  is th is  episode tha t tu rned me in to  a pacifist, 
a h is to rian  o f fo rgo tten  narratives and a seeker o f  non -v io len t and non-racist ways 
o f accom m odating difference.

I  use language, the vehicle in  Québec fo r id e n tify in g  and de fin ing  difference, 
as a m etaphor to  discuss “ d ifference” in  the te rr ito ry  o f  the museum, w e ll aware tha t 

m y m anner o f m an ip u la tin g  language reiterates the obfuscation in  the referendum 

question posed to Québec voters'^ and equally aware tha t te rr ito r ia l language in  the 
museum and the coun try  functions as a mask fo r fear, anger and denial o f  pa in fu l
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issues, b o th  personal and p o l it ic a l,  th a t em erge on a ll sides w hen a tte m p tin g  
to accommodate or in tegrate  “ difference.”  ̂ The lack o f lin g u is tic  reso lu tion in  the 

paper and the p ro b a b ility  o f  m isunderstanding resembles the lack o f reso lu tion and 

resistances in  bo th  provinces, th a t o f  the m useum  and Québec,^ and, o f  course, 
m yself. M isunders tand ings are bound to be augm ented fo r those w ho hear these 
words translated i f  fo r no o ther reason than th a t the le n g th y  sentences designed 
to  s im u la te  endless m ono linear hangs, and the perfo rm ative  elements o f  rh y th m , 
tone, in fle c tio n , syntax, w ord  p lay and rhym e, in e v ita b ly  cannot com pute  or be 
in terw oven. T h is  too parallels the museum experience o f those u n fa m ilia r w ith  e ither 
its  languages or the subtleties o f museological discourses. In  a ll instances, the use 
o f language is a p o lit ic a l act.

G iles W ate rfie ld , in  m app ing  a typo logy  and chronology o f p ic tu re  hanging 
in  B r i ta in ,  describes a m o ve m e n t fro m  th e  E ig h te e n th  C e n tu ry  D e c o ra tiv e  
or Picturesque H ang, associated w ith  aristocratic collections and th e ir emphasis on 
the visual p rinc ip les  o f display, to  the E igh teenth  C entury H is to rica l H ang, w h ich  
h ig h lig h ts  geography, chronology and the art object as specimen, to  the C lu tte red  
or Salon H ang, w h ich  m axim izes space found in  tem porary exh ib itions  and some 
p u b lic  co llections, to  the single, sequential row  o f p ictures on ligh t-co lou red  walls 
favoured by a more scientific  approach to the study o f art on the part o f  scholars and 
in s titu tio n s  after the m id -n ine teen th  century.^ A lth o u g h  W ate rfie ld  m entions the 
im portance o f the æsthetic views o f artists such as W h is tle r  on the sh ift to  the m ono- 

linear, evenly spaced hang, he does not discuss the meaning o f  th is  fo rm  o f d isplay as 

in teg ra l to  the w o rk  o f certa in artists. For example, M artha  W ard  and John House^ 
respectively have suggested tha t Claude M onet used the m onolinear hang w ith  his 
series pa in tings to  d is tingu ish  them  fo r m arke ting  and æsthetic purposes from  the 
c lu tte red , all-over, floo r to  ce iling , w a ll to  w a ll. Salon presentations o f his day and, 

perhaps more im p o rta n tly , to  emphasize the sense o f passing tim e  in  his p ictures o f 

cathedrals o r haystacks by having  viewers move along a ch rono log ica lly  arranged 
sequence, thereby constructing  a s itua tion  in  w h ich  there is a b o d ily  reenactment, 
in  abbreviated fo rm , o f  the developm enta l m odel o f  tim e  v isu a lly  portrayed and 
fro n ta lly  displayed. Today, we have become so habituated to  the in s titu tio n a l visual 
representation o f tw en tie th -cen tu ry  h istory, tha t o f e ither an in d iv id u a l a rtis t, or a 
school or a m ovem ent or a tim e  period, th rough  the device o f the sequential, and by 
d e fin itio n , evo lu tiona ry  hang, th a t we tend to  m in im iz e  its  use and s ign ifica tion  

when chosen by artists as a mode o f display. W e also tend to m in im ize  its  construction  
o f the v iew er’s in tro je c tio n  o f and in te rp e lla tio n  by the meanings o f the display.

L e t’s p u t a ll the w o rk  in  a single line
T ha t way we design an h is to rica l spine
W e can also define
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The difference between w h a t’s yours and w ha t’s m ine
W h a t’s crude and w ha t’s fine
W h a t’s lewd and d iv ine
The line
Is how we refine

W h a t we’ve accrued

H o w  we’ve construed
w ha t’s viewed and reviewed
I t ’s a way to denote
H o w  we vote
Sometimes there’s a feud
A b o u t w ha t’s in  and w ha t’s out
B u t usually there is l i t t le  doub t
Some shout as a way to reroute
Others redesign how  they a lign.

In  bo th  cluster and salon-style hang ing , works are spread over the surface o f a 
w a ll, covering i t  en tire ly  or pa rtia lly , ordered in  an arrangem ent tha t is ne ither s tr ic t­
ly  linear nor sequential nor at a single eye level. These are pa in te rly  as opposed to l in ­
ear modes, dependent on masses rather than line , and strong contrasts o f l ig h t  and 
dark. Borders become erased, contours b lu rred  and objects absorbed in to  a to ta lity .

As practiced in  the e ighteenth and n ineteenth centuries, salon-style hanging 
was based on h ie rarch ies o f genre, size and m e d iu m , and in vo lve d  an im p l ic i t  
jockeying  fo r pos ition  in  w h ich  single works, usually the largest, were meant to  stand 
ou t. I t  was a h ig h ly  co m p e tit iv e  fo rm , p red ica ted  on su rv iva l by the fittest^^ as 

compared to  a presentation o f  on ly  the fitte s t, w h ich  constitu tes the m ono linear 
hang. In  the late 1980s and 90s, there is a re tu rn  to  a salon-sty le p resentation, 
p a rticu la rly  in  recent rehangings and re furb ish ings o f museum, nineteenth-century, 
perm anent-co llection p a in tin g  galleries, as fo r example in  the N a tio n a l G a lle ry  o f 
Scotland or at the A r t  G a lle ry  o f O n ta rio , Toronto. T h is  use o f the Salon hang is 
lin ke d , e ither a ffirm a tive ly  or as a c ritiq u e , to  h is to rica l revisionism  and occurs, not 
unco incidenta lly, at a tim e  when there is a concerted e ffo rt to  assert the va lid ity , i f  
no t supremacy, o f p a in tin g  in  the contem porary art w o r l d . I n  one reading, both  
salon-style rehangs and the cham pion ing  o f contem porary p a in tin g  can be seen as 
tw o sides o f the same conservative coin.

By contrast, c luster hang ing  as used by artists from  the 1970s on in  presenting 
th e ir ow n w o rk  or as a cura toria l tactic  is ne ither h is to rica l in  im petus nor hierarchic. 

C luster hanging is in tended to  emphasize and prom ote s im ila ritie s  and interconnec­
tions rather than differences between disparate works. I t  is re la tiona l, more ak in  to  a
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closed system w ith  in te rn a lly  form ula ted  connections and meanings, a system more 
associated w ith  artists than in s titu tio n s , a system tha t a ttem pts to  remove w o rk  from  
the m arket value ascribed to  an in d iv id u a l item  and to  place w o rk  in  m ean ing fu l 

re la tionsh ip  to  o ther w ork.
The emergence o f  th is  in te rdependent ra ther than iso la tin g  mode o f d isp lay 

corresponds w ith  the postm odern ist use o f systems models in , fo r example, m edicine 
when conceptua liz ing the im m une  system; in  psychology w ith  O b jec t Relations and 
fa m ily  systems therapy; in  economics w ith  the construction  o f interconnected T h ird  
W o rld  p roduction  and F irs t W o rld  consum ption patterns; and in  com puter technolo­
gy w ith  its  hard ware/soft ware interface. Systemic models such as these tend to  be 
h o lis tic  rather than in d iv id u a lis tic ; m o tile  rather than static; com plem entary rather 
than oppositiona l; re la tiv is tic  rather than categorical; focussed on the now rather than 
the  fu tu re . C lu s te r in g , then , is a system conceived as fu n d a m e n ta lly  d iffe re n t 
in  content to  the single and s ingu lar narratives tha t have become so embedded in  
in te rpre ta tions o f most monolinear, m odern ist hangs o f contem porary w ork . Instead 
o f advocating the party  line, c luster hanging is a party  line.

A lm o s t as an after-im age, the contem porary cluster hang is lin ke d  to  a h is to rica l 
past s t i l l  v is ib le  in  p re-Tw entie th  C entury or Decorative A rts  museum galleries, a 
linkage w h ich  sim ultaneously can be construed as an argum ent fo r the v a lid ity  o f 

non- or p re -m odern is t d isp lay rhetorics and a d isavowal o f  the contemporaneous 
dominance o f large-scale w a il pa in tings  and th e ir d isplay as s ingu la r entities. By the 

same token, cluster hanging is indebted to  contemporaneous presentational modes 
w h ich  are not part o f the dom inan t d isp lay aesthetic: to  the scatter a rt o f Pop A r t  d is­
plays; to  seem ingly more in fo rm a l w a ll treatm ents in  non-m useum  spaces such as 
bars or homes; to  in s ta lla tion  a rt w ith  its  contained, in te rre la ted  d ispos ition  o f parts 
and envelopm ent o f  the specta tor;" to  M in im a l art w ith  its  insistence on tem po ra lity  
as essential to  the construction  o f m e a n in g ;" to  the C onceptualist g rid  fo rm at o f  the 
seventies w h ich  p rom pted  the close reading o f s im ila r cons tituen t parts w ith in  a 
g iven piece; and to  page layouts using a m ontage o f visual images to  a rticu la te  ideas 
(in  p a rticu la r John Berger’s 1972 Ways o f Seeing), a ll o f  w h ich  in v ite  a d iffe ren t mode 
o f constructing , apprehending and in te rp re tin g  w o rk  than single sequencing.

There tends to be a decidedly d idactic , oppositiona l or transform ationa l stance 
attached to  the choice o f the c luster hang when i t  is used by contem porary artists and 

artist-curators. T h e ir use o f the cluster hang is often the s ign ifie r o f the w o rk  o f a rt as 
an avant-garde e x h ib it io n "  or the e xh ib it io n  as a w o rk  o f avant-garde art. W hen  used 
by curators to  make statements o ther than those related to  h is to rica l v e ris im ilitu d e , 
the cluster hang is seen as suspect, an im p o s itio n  o f m eaning and/or co-opta tion . 
Curators, w hether they w ish to  or no t, are expected to  conform  and not to  engage in  

overt a rtis tic  acts o f  display.
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W hen a system has reached its  p o in t o f stress
I t  is usually in  a mess
I t  tends to obsess

A nd  at tim es regress
I t  is on ly w ith  undue distress
Tha t i t  begins to accommodate another’s YES.
Joseph Beuys’ 1963 e xh ib itio n  o f his works in  the G r im m  co llection, in  th e ir 

stable, is an early example o f the Gesamtkunstwerk æsthetic so characteristic o f the clus­
ter hang as w e ll as the cluster hang’s indebtedness to  ins ta lla tion  art o f the period. 
Beuys juxtaposed groups o f framed images resting on the floo r and leaning against the 
w a ll w ith  others ly in g  on tables or placed in  v itrines or on the walls. The seeming 
haphazardness, c lu tte r, in fo rm a lity  and ephem erality o f Beuys’ ins ta lla tion  is d iam e tr i­
cally opposed to the sense o f order and f ix ity  characteristic o f most exh ib itions o f his 
tim e. I f  one were to characterize Beuys’ “ gallery gesture,” to  use B rian O ’D oherty ’s 
te rm ,'^  accord ing  to  c u ltu ra lly  ascribed gender tra its , the irre g u la r d isp o s itio n , 
anti-heroic “personal c lu tte r,” “ hand-touch sensib ility ,” and “d ia ris tic  indulgence,” to 
borrow  from  Carolee Schneeman’s descriptors, qua lify  as fem inine.

T h is  radical u n de rm in ing  o f the status quo where tra d itio n a l patriarchal e xh ib i­
tio n  values o f s truc tu red  p lacem ent and ra tiona l order are replaced w ith  random  
clustering  characterizes the d isp lay æsthetic adopted by artists like  Ree M o rto n  and 
A nne tte  Messager to  underscore differences in  masculine and fem in ine  sensib ilities, 
differences a ll the more apparent in  exh ib itions  o f th e ir  w o rk  in  museum contexts. 
In  M o r to n ’s 1977 m useum  re trospective , the seem ing ly  a rb itra ry , irre g u la r and 
varied w a ll trea tm ent o f elements o f vastly d iffe ren t sizes and media contrasts w ith  
the  g e o m e tric  re g u la r ity  o f  the  s u rro u n d in g  a rc h ite c tu re ,'^  c re a tin g  a tens ion  
between tw o  very d iffe ren t æsthetic visions w ith in  the rooms in  w h ich  the w o rk  was 
shown as w e ll as w ith  o ther rooms in  the museum where the m onolinear hang was 

used. Messager, at the Musée d ’A r t  moderne de la V ille  de Paris in  1989, in  Mes petites 
effigies, sculptures africaines, Histoires de musée, clustered random ly placed stuffed toys 
above coloured-penciled tex t on the walls o f v itrines  con ta in ing  A frican  sculpture to 
visualize the theoretica l and a rb itra ry  linkage o f the p r im it iv e  w ith  the fem in ine  and 
the ch ild ish  and vice versa. In  o ther w a ll w orks o f the e ighties such as Mes vœux 
(1989), Messager suspended b lack-fram ed close-ups o f body parts and fragm ents o f 
tex t in  coloured pencil from  long pieces o f s tr in g  w ith  knots in  them , sometimes 
in d iv id u a lly  in  an uneven, loose pa tte rn , sometimes densely overlapp ing each other 
so tha t her acts o f fram ing , la be lling  and hang ing  become sim ultaneously fe tish is tic  
and iconoclastic. Beuys, M o rto n  and Messager use a s im ila r genre o f d isplay bo th  as 
the mode o f a rticu la tin g  difference w ith  pa triarchal, m odern ist, m onolinear museum
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norms o f arranging w a ll w o rk  and as the means o f constructing  a d iffe ren t re la tiona l 
s tructure amongst the various components o f w hat they are presenting fo r view.

M ore  recen tly , Barbara S te inm an used a c lu s te r hang in  c o n ju n c tio n  w ith  
com pu te rized  com ponents to  co n s tru c t an a leatory te m p o ra lity  o f  i l lu m in a t io n  
germane to the meanings o f Signs, a w o rk  made in  1992 fo r the opening exh ib ition , 
Pour la  suite du Monde, o f  the  Musée d ’a rt con tem po ra in  de M o n tré a l. In sp ire d  
p a rtia lly  by Québec’s B i l l  101 l im it in g  the use o f languages o ther than French in  
outdoor settings. Signs can be read as a system in  w h ich  m eaning, always dependent on 
tim e  and place, appears, disappears and reconfigures. The b ilin g u a l w ord “ Silence” 
im p r in te d  on the  p iece’s s ix ty  id e n tica l parts flashes on and o f f  in  sporadic and 
m om entary patterns, creating w hat Johanne Lamoureux identifies as “ visual noise.” 
Signs can be read as a gentle , i f  no t iron ic , denouncement o f  laws fe lt, by those who are 
silenced, to  be un just, i f  not a visual plea fo r som ething other than silence on the part 
o f national and in te rnationa l bodies who view  such silencing as po te n tia lly  dangerous 

to the survival o f  m in o r ity  c u l tu r e s . In  look ing  at the w ork , one’s a tten tion  is d irec t­
ed and diverted to the sign(s) tha t are l i t ,  thereby m aking  i t  im possible to  v isua lly 
grasp the piece, or the silences, in  th e ir en tire ty  in  any single m om ent. The lack o f 
physical distance between the 18-foot w a ll on w h ich  the w o rk  was firs t exh ib ited  and 
the w indow  w a ll opposite, a to ta l o f 12 feet, compounded the d ifficu lty , exacerbating 
the d isorien ta tion  o f a tte m p tin g  to fo llo w  w hat was happening and constructing  a 
kinesthetic sense o f constric tion  commensurate w ith  the content o f the piece.

B reak ing  or exaggerating a s in g u la r a tte n tio n  span and a s ingu la r mode o f 
b o d ily  apprehension are key features o f the c luste r hang. Instead o f the co m fo rt 
o f kn o w in g  how  to  look and how  to  perform , viewers m ust constantly adjust and 
readjust th e ir focal po in ts  and corporeal positions in  re la tion  to  the displayed corpus. 
The customary, absorptive dyad o f m u tua l r e g a r d ,o r  the reciprocal gaze between 
viewer and w o rk  and the stationary po in ts th is  fo rm  o f v iew ing  experience entails, 
may be part o f the apprehension o f the cluster hang, b u t i t  is on ly  one com ponent o f 
engaging w ith  the w ork , usually in vo lv in g  a close reading o f a part o f the overall 
d isp lay or an ad jus tm en t to  accomm odate v ie w in g  w orks o f d iffe re n t sizes hung  
together as an ensemble. W ith  to ta l w a ll insta lla tions, the viewer stops and starts, 
moves closer and moves back, as w e ll as along, the eyes l i f t in g  and fa llin g , sh iftin g  
back and fo rth , gazing, g lanc ing  and track ing  the surface.^'’ Th is  active rea lignm ent 
o f v is ion  and body when v ie w in g  the cluster hang is an analogue fo r the in te lle c tua l 

and em otiona l realignm ents tha t the content o f  c luster hangs seems to  demand.
Examples lik e  Joseph K o su th ’s The Play o f the Unmentionable (1991) w ith  its  pre­

sentation o f works from  the co llec tion  o f the B rook lyn  M useum  tha t were considered 
im m ora l and censored at some p o in t in  h is to ry  b u t are now accepted as part o f  the
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canon, or C huck Close’s 1991 e xh ib itio n  at M o M A , Head On: The Modern Portra it, a 
heterogeneous d isplay o f po rtra its  in  the co llection  o f a museum in te rn a lly  d iv ided  
along m edia lines, suggest a con tinuum  o f use w ith  the cluster hang rang ing  from  
the p o lit ics  o f æsthetics to  the æsthetics o f p o l i t ic s . T h e  presence or absence o f 
accompanying tex t and its  extent (p le n tifu l in  the K osu th , non-existent in  the Close) 
often fu n c tio n  as an index o f the p o lit ic a l pro jections o f the presentation, va ria ting  
the v iew ing  experiences even fu rth e r by dem anding yet o ther forms o f visual and 
b o d ily  engagement, form s w h ich  go w e ll beyond “pure v is u a lity ” to  situate a d isplay 
w ith in  the postfo rm alis t discourse o f the e xh ib itio n  as a text o f id e n tity  po litics .

As separate exh ib itiona ry  projects, the K osu th  and the Close need an actual or 
im p lie d  contextual surround to func tion  as the “ in te rven tions” they p u rp o rt or are 
made ou t to  be. The same is true o f exh ib itions  w ith in  exh ib itions  such as the presen­
ta tio n  o f Fluxus w o rk  w ith in  the 1992 Pop A r t  e xh ib it io n  at the M ontréa l Museum  
o f Fine A rts , or G roup M a te ria l’s 1987 Castle pro ject at D ocum enta where a group 
e x h ib it io n  w ith in  a g roup  e x h ib it io n  dem onstra ted  by co n tra s tin g  exam ple the 

ideological underp inn ings o f th e ir host structures, o ffe ring  visions o f a very d iffe ren t 

e x h ib it io n a ry  U to p ia .T h e s e  m in i-m useum s b o th  co llid e  and co llude  w ith  the 
te rr ito ry  they occupy.

Each id e n tity
Has a propensity
To a certain density.

A l l  are d is tinc t.
Even i f  g iven th e ir own precinct
They are inex tricab ly  linked .

In  today’s museums, the co-presence o f the m onolinear and cluster hang, each 
in  rooms o f th e ir  ow n or in te rm in g le d  w ith  o ther form s o f display, none ove rtly  
acknow ledg ing  the existence o f  the other, constructs fragm ented and unresolved 

visual experiences where a ll a ttem pts at synthesis are le ft to  viewers. By d issociating 
its  d iffe ren t modes o f display, the museum may seem to  be accom m odating d iffe ren t 
discourses w ith o u t being partisan when, in  fact, i t  may be fostering no th in g  more 
than (d e )p o litic i2ed decor.

In  a galleria  progressiva layou t, the in te rn a l d isp lay dissociations or, to  use a 
lin g u is tic  m odel, punctuations, un fo ld  rh y th m ica lly  fo r the v iewer and one can w a lk  
th rough  aware o f constantly s h ift in g  d isp lay æsthetics. By contrast, in  Pour la  suite du 
Monde, fo r example, the galleria progressiva was com bined w ith  the “ room  o f one’s 
ow n ” or an tho log ica l fo rm a t w h ich  served to he igh ten  the d issociations because, 
when in  a g iven room , viewers could lose s igh t o f  others w ith  d iffe ren t d isplay forms. 
T h is  was especially true  o f those rooms entered th rough  dark curtains. W h ile  these
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differences m ig h t be construed as co n tin g e n t to  d ifferences between m o u n tin g  

exh ib itions where chronological co n tin u ity  or a comprehensive v iew  is sought and 

exh ib itions  where respect fo r the in te g r ity  o f  very diverse modes o f p roduction  is 

considered desirable, in  an in s t itu t io n  w ith  fle x ib le  w a lls , choices about how  to 
d isp lay w o rk  are constantly being made. Should museums w ish to abandon certain 
fictions about th e ir iden tities , they m ust be w il l in g  to acknowledge and accept the 
meanings o f th e ir m u lt ip le  presentational personalities. The degree to  w h ich  choices 
abou t d isp la y  are conscious de term ines a m useum ’s re la tio n  to  the  h is to ries  i t  

presents and its  re la tionsh ip  to its  viewers.
There are various ways to  theorize the co-existence o f d iffe ren t d isplay styles 

and th e ir effects on viewers in  today’s museums. Stephen Bann, when speaking o f m u l­
t ip le  d isplay modes in  large survey museums such as The M e tropo litan , suggests tha t 
th e  “ po e tics ” o f  th e  m o d e rn  m useum  is the  a lte rn a t io n  o f  tw o  s tra te g ie s  o f  
display, the m etonym ic and the synecdochical, and tha t “ the autom atic way in  w h ich  
the  o rd in a ry  m useum -goer sh ifts  between these tw o  modes im p lie s ... the iro n ic  
m useum , in  w h ic h  we o sc illa te  betw een the  d iffe re n t va rie ties  o f  im a g in a tiv e  
p ro jection  tha t are requ ired .” "̂* Douglas O rd  uses G illes  Deleuze’s concept o f “ the 
d is junctive  synthesis” ’̂  between d iffe ren t works in  an e xh ib itio n  or between d iffe ren t 
exh ib itions in  the same museum to explain how  m eaning can be produced by the 
m eeting o f tw o  d iss im ila r events co-existing on the same plane. B oth  the oscilla tion  o f 

the “ iro n ic ” museum and the “ d is junc tive ” museum experience d is rup t w hat Carol 

Duncan has described as the absorption o f the r itu a lis t ic  perform ative nature o f most 
museum v i s i t s . T h e  d is junctive  synthesis, however, im p lies agency on the part o f 
installers and viewers in  the construction o f meaning tha t the iron ic  position  dees not.

A n  equally useful m odel fo r describ ing the positive  aspects o f the presence o f 
and encounter w ith  disparate d isplay modes in  the museum are D . W . W in n ic o t t ’s 
theories o f trans itiona l objects and his fo rm u la tio n  o f po ten tia l space as a zone o f p lay 

between inne r and outer realities.^^ Jean R andolph has extended W in n ic o t t ’s theories 
to readings o f a rt w ith  her ow n concept o f a rt as an “amenable ob ject” fu n c tio n in g  “as 
a sem i-illusory, half-real device w ith  w h ich  a person defines and redefines the external 
and a re la tionsh ip  to i t . ” She describes the art encounter as “ a co lleg ia l in te raction , in  
w h ich  the v iewer contribu tes equally to  m eaning and in te rp re ta tion ... rather than a 

re la tionsh ip  in  w h ich  the a rtw o rk  is an a u th o rity  and the audience is a voyeur.” ®̂ 

B o th  her concepts can be applied to  d isp lay rhetorics as well.^^ W h a t W in n ic o tt and 
R andolph offer is a reading o f d iffe ren t d isp lay m oda lities as re la tiona l and po ten tia l 
w ith in  the p lay or creative space o f the museum.

Seeing, experiencing and accepting the existence o f d iffe ren t realities w ith in  the 
safe space o f the museum may be the beg inn ing  o f learn ing to  accept the v a lid ity  o f
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d iffe re n t, c o -e x is tin g  re a lit ie s  ou ts ide  the  m useum . Seeing, e xp e rie n c in g  and 
accepting  the sh ifts  in  dom inance th a t occur over tim e  between tem porary  and 
perm anent disp lay fo rm s ,h e g e m o n ic  and oppositiona l systems o f arrangem ent, or 
norm ative and experim ental patterns o f presentation can constitu te  w hat amounts to 
a “ Q u ie t R e v o lu t io n .S e t t in g  up new museums in  the be lie f or hope tha t problem s 
o f difference or an unhappy re la tionsh ip  to the past w i l l  disappear or be resolved is 

indeed U top ie . W o rk in g  ou t new, postfo rm a lis t arrangements tha t can accommodate, 
w ith  d ig n ity , “ m in o r ity  cu ltu re s ” in  e x is tin g  structu res may no t resu lt in  pure 
v isua lity  b u t i t  dœs ensure tha t, at the very least, there is a space fo r neutra lity .

The desire fo r separation
O ften  comes from  desperation
I t  is a fo rm  o f compensation
A  response to aggravation
A n  a lternative to cap itu la tion
O r ex-com m unication
The desire fo r separation
Is also an in v ita tio n
For the re fo rm u la tion
O f a ffilia tio n
I t  can be the insp ira tion
For the regeneration
A nd  re form ation
O f an exis ting  conste llation
I t  needn’t  necessarily end the aspiration
For the perpetuation
O f the museum or a nation.

The be lie f tha t less is more 
Has been seen before 
In  a nation
I t ’s called co -hab ita tion  
W ith o u t i t  there is usually war 
In  the museum 
I t  can be seen 
As a way to  dream 
A nd  maybe more
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I  am haunted by the d isso lu tion  o f fa m ilia r th ings, categories, structures. W h a t 
firs t a ttracted me to art h is to ry  was the m agical materialization o f  th o u g h t occurring 
in  r iv e tin g  objects, beau tifu l pa in tings , en igm a tic  assemblages, c inem atic  pe rfo r­
mances. Today, our heightened perception o f instrum enta lized a rtifice , o f ub iqu itous  
technological m ed ia tion  —  extending in to  the inner reaches o f the body and encour­
ag ing  travels in to  a lternate sensory realms —  has le ft v iewers b o th  excited and 
uneasy. O u r awareness o f ever more sophisticated in te rven tions, w ith o u t kn ow ing  
precisely who is p roduc ing  them  and how  the effects are produced, has resulted in  
w ish fu l expectation for, and boundless cynicism  concerning, the m edia re-engineer­
in g  o f actions, feelings, events. In  th is  polarized atmosphere o f e la tion and suspicion 
a ll form s o f visual presentation, in c lu d in g  those s k ilfu lly  w ro u g h t and b e g u iling  sub­
stances called works o f a rt, are liab le  to being in te rpre ted  as passive en terta inm ent, 
fraudu len t advertisem ent, or, as in  the case o f aggressive te levis ion, inc item ents to 

rea l-life  violence^
Th is essay argues tha t i f  you take any media prob lem  and push i t  far enough, i t  

becomes an image prob lem . In  l ig h t  o f curren t debates over how  d ig ita l in fo rm a tion  
can be organized, in te rp re ted  and taugh t, we need to go beyond conventional art, 
arch itectura l or design history. Such sweeping reappraisals o f  m ission and perspective 
can be summ ed up by a paradox; we have to shape a d isc ip lined , transd isc ip lina ty  
im ag ing  fie ld. B oth  specialization and area, th is  u n ify in g  terra in  w ou ld  embrace fo r­
m er regions be long ing  to  the hum anities, b io log ica l, physical and social sciences. 

W ith  an eye to  m y conclusion, I  suggest we m ust define the new im ag is t —  an expert 
who does not yet exist —  in  order to  help an tic ipate , illu m in a te , in terconnect unsus­
pected v isua liza tion  issues aris ing  across the spectrum  and accompanying the g loba l 

p ic to ria liza tio n  o f know ledge.
T h is  fu tu re  im ag is t faces a daun ting  task, not ju s t because these are d iff ic u lt 

in te lle c tua l challenges b u t because the sensory m odalities conveying the messages are 
frequen tly  considered con tam ina ting , or worse, m indless. The curren t enthusiasm fo r 
im m ersive environm ents, in v o lv in g  chance manoeuvres and a set o f variables, is a case 
in  p o in t. The craze fo r hype rs im u la tion  tends to  exaggerate the in s ta b ility  o f  a ll 

forms o f e xh ib itio n  w ith o u t ta k in g  in to  account im p o rta n t differences among media. 
The unreflective tendency to  collapse illu s io n  in to  v ir tu a lity , and sapient beholders 
in to  p o te n tia lly  uneth ica l “ users,” u n d u ly  emphasizes anonymous autom atism  and 
in v is ib le  m an ipu la tion . D isp lay does not necessarily en ta il deceit, nor is look ing  the 

same as em pty w atch ing.
As sw ift m u ltid im e n s io n a l g ive and take, g raph ica lly  spurred in te ra c tiv ity  espe­

c ia lly  embodies a w o n d erfu lly  dynam ic operation ta ilo red  to  breaking ou t o f linear 
one-way constructions o f data flow . Yet th is  back and fo rth  m o tio n  between machine

70



and user also has its  lim ita tio n s , carry ing overtones o f the provocation and reaction to 
a stim u lus. Even w ith  a flex ib le  ins truc tiona l fo rm at, where students are co-creators 
o f  the  co m p u te d  e xpe rience , th e  re s u lt  is o n ly  as c re d ita b le  as th e  person . 
In te ra c tiv ity  s t i l l  begs the crucia l question o f how  ind iv idua ls  become genuine p lu - 
ralists, supple th inkers who demand a breadth o f meanings, a lternative approaches, 
and are capable o f m u ltiface ted  analyses to reach com plex decisions. In  shaping a new 
cata lytic fie ld, I  believe we m ust confront the d ilem m a o f how  to  teach the creation 
and comprehension o f in te llig e n t im agery in  a post-lens cu ltu re . W h a t k inds o f per­
ceptua l unde rs tand ing  and specialized s k ills  shou ld  the p u b lic  possess to  make 
in fo rm ed judgm ents once they have tapped in to  bottom less image, sound and text 
databases? N o t a ll linkages are equally appropriate nor are a ll selections va lid  fo r a 
specific set o f circumstances. D espite the rhetoric o f com puterized exchange, the real 
w o rld  is a messy place where even people l iv in g  together do not always occupy the 
same society or share u n ifo rm  beliefs and trad itions.

M achine euphoria, spurred by o n -lin e  pedagogy, n e tw o rk  co llabora tion , the 
prom ise o f w ide r access to emergent g loba l in frastructures, has obscured th is  funda­
m en ta lly  cogn itive  and em otiona l aspect o f hum an choice. As several states (M aine, 
U tah , V irg in ia ) hu rry  to  establish an electronic college to replace b ric k  and m orta r 
campuses, the tro u b lin g  focus remains on E D N E T  equ ipm ent, no t on preparing d is­
c r im in a tin g  viewers. W h ile  recogniz ing the crucia l value o f a convergent web spun o f 

video, voice and tex t fo r reaching otherw ise inaccessible students, I  am concerned 

about depersonalized distance learn ing. The art o f seeing and conceiving is more than 
jus t “ a g u y ’s arm on a T V  screen,” to  quote R obert A . Bryan, form er provost at the 
U n ive rs ity  o f  Florida.^ Iron ica lly , then, at the m om ent when very d iffe ren t k inds o f 
images have become m orphed in to  generic s im ula tions or d ig ita l recom binants, the 
very in s titu tio n s  th a t used to  assume respons ib ility  fo r dem onstra ting th e ir in te l l i ­
gent design are being vo la tilized . U n ive rs ity  walls, en fo ld ing  outm oded com part­
m enta lized programs, no longer appear solid. They, too, have become porous, th inned  
by cyberspace.

T h is  is not Rousseauian nostalgia. N o r do I  yearn fo r lost organic w orlds and 
van ish ing concreteness. Rather, these reflections re tu rn  us to the core o f m y top ic. 
H o w  are past and present technologies o f presentation to be reconciled? O r, is h is to r­
ical in q u iry  in to  the varieties o f display, like  the Yanamamo Indians o f the Am azon 
Basin, doomed to  e x tin c tio n  ? In  the postm odern era o f degrav ita tion , disconnected­

ness and d isem bod im en t, how  m ig h t v isu a liza tio n  as an innova tive , in te g ra tin g  
or b r id g in g  fie ld  spann ing  the  arts, h u m an itie s  and sciences be im ag ined?  The 

explosion o f m u ltim e d ia  —  tha t unstable collage o f v ideo, audio, tex t and graphics 
collected w ith in  an electronic interface^ —  raises serious questions concerning the
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kinds o f tra in in g  needed to  navigate m ean ing fu lly  th rough  a b lu rred  and f lu id  in fo r- 
m atic  realm. Should we speak o f a m u ltim e d ia  designer, a d ig ita l cu lture-creator, a 
cyberæ stheticist, an applied v isua lis t, an experim ental connectiv ist, a synthesio logist, 
a p ra g m a g is t  [ c o m b in in g  p ra g m a tis m  w i t h  im a g is t }?  As y e t th e re  is no 
adequate te rm  or concept fo r w hat hum anists and scientists m ust become, or fo r 
the transm ed ia l m ed iu m  in  w h ich  we m ust develop proficiency.'^ Such g rop ings  

towards appropriate nom enclature demonstrate the intellectual d iff ic u lty  o f seizing the 

alm ost m agical ways in  w h ich  te lecom m unication technologies have transform ed our 
very consciousness.

T h is  rem arkable p ro life ra tion  o f nameless phenomena and category-evading pa t­
terns indicates larger educational, epistem ological and societal uncertainties. T h in k , 
fo r example, how  ta lk  about on ly  one m o d a lity  o f expression seems old-fashioned in  
the face o f enchanted w orlds conjured by video games. C D -R O M  effortlessly weaves 
together p ic tu re , m usic and narrative in to  an alternate universe where everyth ing  is 
s im u ltaneously serious and am using. S im ila rly , expertise, w ith  its  conno ta tion  o f 

directed or un ila te ra l focus, requires re jus tifica tion  at a tim e  when advanced com pu t­
ing  a rtfu lly  mixes anim ations and s tills  to  produce ever more “ rea lis tic ” effects. By 
extension, so lita ry scholarship is open to  charges o f anachronism in  an era e x to llin g  
co llaboration —  an in te raction  its e lf hard to define. Even data, w ith  its  evocation o f 
c h u n k - l ik e  c o n te n t, d isso lves  as i t  becom es re layed  th ro u g h  th e  E th e rN e t. 
M o n o lith ic -so u n d in g  in fo rm a tio n  fragm ents in  the process o f be ing subsumed or 

hooked up in to  m icroch ip -d riven  systems.
A m b iguous apparatus, paradoxical presentations, ta ttered taxonom ies, unspe­

cialized specialists, then, a ll p o in t to  inev itab le  personal and in s titu tio n a l upheavals. 
The in a b il i t y  to  classify equ ivoca l a r t if ic ia l phenom ena sets in  re lie f a pressing 
question. W h a t sorts o f p ractica l sk ills  should every c itizen  possess to  e th ica lly  and 
in te llig e n tly  use, analyze and disseminate d ig ita l apparitions? In  the transd isc ip li- 
nary epoch, w hat com m ittee  or program  w il l  assume the ob lig a tio n  to  the p u b lic  

good to teach the d iffe ren t ways a w ide range o f visual m aterials are produced so tha t 
the consumers can discern th e ir re lia b ility?  N o t surpris ing ly, journa lists are w res tling  
w ith  s im ila r issues o f  a ccoun tab ility^  because news today is ro u tin e ly  gathered, 
selected and d is tr ib u te d  e le c tro n ic a lly . Im a g is ts  m u s t also s tru g g le  to  c o d ify  
p rinc ip les  and practices th a t w o u ld  re in troduce an awareness o f c ra ft, ta n g ib il i ty  
and p h ys ica lity  in to  a society g ro w in g  accustomed to  seamless spectacle. G e ttin g  
beyond fee ling  a d r ift in  phantasm agoria entails dem onstra ting  how  graphics have 
been p u t together.

B u t a rtis ts , a rch itects, designers, a rt h is to rians, need to  redesign the im age 
o f images not jus t because o f the spread o f ghostly  m edia or the precip itous undo ing
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o f g e o g ra p h ica lly  loca ted  in s t itu t io n s . T he  concepts on w h ic h  tim e -h o n o u re d  
d iscip lines and many professions have been based are in  crisis, I  believe, because o f 
a deeper stereotype. In  spite o f th e ir prevalence, images in  western cu ltu re  continue 

to  re ta in  the  lo w  c o g n itiv e  and m ora l status in i t ia l ly  accorded them  by P la to . 

The advent o f the U n ive rs ity  o f  I l l in o is ’s v ir tu a l rea lity  “Cave,” where com puter-fired 
projectors located behind walls and ce iling  th row  images on the surfaces o f an em pty 
room,^ can on ly entrench the perception o f a ll appearances as purveyors o f sensory 
delusion. I t  remains an unexamined irony  o f the curren t d rive  to visualize everyth ing 
th a t images con tinue  to  be discussed, in  bo th  the academic and the life -w o r ld , 
p r im a rily  as by-products o f a s im u la tin g  and s tim u la tin g  technology. I t  is to  the 
intelligence o f imagery, largely ignored in  the p u b lic  debates over mass m edia and 
the decline o f a lphanum erica l literacy, then, th a t I  now  w ish  to tu rn . Images do 
conceptual w o rk  in  a w ide range o f processes rang ing  from  m edical teaching tools, 
like  the N a tiona l L ib ra ry  o f M ed ic ine ’s “ e lectronic cadaver,” to the m u ltitu d e  o f icons 
enhancing computer-based d ictionaries and encyclopedias. M ore basically, p ictures 
c o n s titu te  the s tu f f  o f  m em ory, the  way in  w h ich  the  b ra in  in te rn a lly  d isp lays 
thoughts to itse lf.

The graphic capacity to  g ive v iv id  shape to  abstractions illum ina tes  some m ajor 
im p lic a tio n s  o f how  we c u rre n tly  envis ion  in fo rm a tio n . W h ile  i t  is com m on to 
rem ark on the generation o f quantities o f data as a resu lt o f  the com puter revo lu tion , 
the fact th a t there are ac tua lly  tw o  sorts o f  in fo rm a tio n  has no t received serious 
in te lle c tua l a tten tion . One type lends its e lf to  in teg ra tion , the other to  linkage. Th is 
is an im p o rta n t d is tin c tio n . The d ifference between system atica lly  m e rg ing , i.e. 
co llapsing  in d iv id u a l characteristics, processes or m edia, and connecting  separate 
en titie s  in to  in ve n tive  arrangem ents, has far-reach ing repercussions. These range 
fro m  how  we conceptua lize the in te rd is c ip lin a ry  convergences o ccu rr in g  in  our 
colleges and universities, to  so-called “ one-step shopp ing” fo r health care services, to 
the seamless e d itin g  o f videotapes offered as evidence in  personal in ju ry  and c rim in a l 
tria ls , to  the in la id  look o f Mosaic and CompuServ browsers. The tw o, very d iffe ren t, 
k inds o f im pact become clear when we visualize discrete b its , pieces or categories o f 
th ings  whose operations have become am algam ated, and so covert. C ontrast th is  
blend to  an assemblage whose man-made gatherings rem ain overt, and thus available 
fo r p u b lic  scrutiny.

These dual a ttitudes towards the m ean ing-m aking  powers o f visual presentation 
can best be understood th rough  an a rt-h is to rica l contrast. I t  is h e lp fu l, I  th in k , to 
im agine these a n tithe tica l views o f in fo rm a tio n  as opposite approaches to co llec ting  

and collections. The h is to ry  o f images, then, is indispensable fo r recogn iz ing  the 

cogn itive  po ten tia l o f  m u ltim e d ia  displays. T u rn ing , firs t, to  the d is junc tive  jum b le

73



stored in  an e igh teenth-century cabinet o f curiosities, the m odern viewer is s truck by 
the in tense ly in te rac tive  demands i t  places on the v is ito r. N o t u n lik e  fac ing  the 
s o p h is tic a te d  icons on a M a c in to s h  m o n ito r  o r th e  e n g a g in g  a n im a tio n s  in  
N in te n d o ’s M ario  Brothers games, here, too, com pe lling  relationships m ust be d is­
covered among incongruous objects. Selections have to  be made and com m unal sense 
d is tille d  from  figu ra i messages. C ryp tic  jux tapositions o f pa in tings , statuary, medals, 
coins, m inerals, fossils —  extraord inary materials housed w ith  the m ost o rd inary —  
were crowded in to  boxes, shelves, drawers. W hen  unlocked, the chest exh ib ited  a 
heap o f s ingu larities. E ccentric ities beckoned the viewer to explore in  search o f some 

greater bond tha t m ig h t jo in  such im p ro b a b ilitie s  together. The m etaphor o f  trave l­
l in g  among strangers is apt because the com partm enta lized se tting  makes even the 
fa m ilia r appear un fam ilia r. A nd , in  spite o f in trus ive  borders, the beholder senses tha t 
such extravagantly disparate objects m ust somehow also be connected. R em iniscent o f 
con fron ting  a vast and perp lex ing  database, the s igh t o f  so many co n flic tin g  wonders 

arouses a desire to  enter the la b y rin th  to try  and com plete the construction.
L o o k in g  back fro m  the  perspective o f the  co m p u te r era, the  a rtifa c ts  in  a 

Wunderkammer seem less physical phenomena and more m ateria l links  p e rm itt in g  the 
beholder to  retrieve com plicated personal and cu ltu ra l associations. Look ing  forward 
from  the E n ligh tenm en t w o rld  o f apparently miscellaneous pleasures, we discern tha t 
scraps o f  w ood, stone o r m e ta l, re lig io u s  re lics , anc ien t shards, exo tic  fe tishes, 
m in ia tu re  po rtra its , sm all engravings, pages to rn  from  a sketchbook, are the d is tan t 

ancestors o f today’s sophisticated software. R esem bling the New Groller M ultim edia  

Encyclopedia and M ic roso ft’s Encarts, the cabinet o f  curiosities featured hundreds o f 
icons, a llu r in g  apparatus, a m u ltitu d e  o f m irro rs , maps, charts, d raw ings, in s tru ­
ments, a ll framed, set apart, and yet asking to be un ified  in  a m om ent o f transporting  
ins igh t. Such m onum enta l poetic armoires also antic ipate  the d im in u tiv e  universes o f 
a Joseph C o rn e ll box, f il le d  w ith  r itu a liz e d  glasses, discarded c iga re tte  papers, 
V ic to r ia n  g re e tin g  cards.^ C u rio s itie s , assemblages and PC m enus, then , foster 

s tr ik in g  encounters. They are m agical con ju ring  devices im p e llin g  the observer to 

navigate am ong e n ig m a tic , co-present ridd les  a ttra c tiv e ly  d is tr ib u te d  w ith in  an 
in fo rm a tio n - r ic h  geography. Treasure chests, m ys te rious  pharm acies, p recious 
packets, a llusive hypertext, fu n c tio n  as springboards fo r the im ag ina tion , s tim u la tin g  
i t  to  ju m p  to  unexpected correspondences, to  leap to unpred ictab le  com binations.

M uch  as today’s students select an icon by touch ing  a keyboard or m an ip u la tin g  
a mouse, e igh teen th -cen tu ry  beholders o f p o lym a th ic  d ive rs ity  m en ta lly  “ c licked ” 
on a theatrica l roster o f autom ata, w atchworks and decorative arts accumulated in  a 
fantastic case. T h is  perform ative gesture o f extending oneself in te llec tua lly , psycho­
lo g ic a lly  and e m o tio n a lly  ou tw ard  to  a strange “ o th e r” served to  b rid g e  the gap
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between know n and unknow n experiences. W he the r roam ing cyberspace or wander­
in g  th ro u g h  a densely m ate ria l co llec tion , according to  th is  in te rac tive  view, we 
rem ain the producers and directors o f know ledge. N uggets o f visual data endlessly 
and e n tic in g ly  sum m on us to collaborate in  th e ir restaging.

Such sim ultaneously en te rta in ing  and educational presentations were eventually 
overw he lm ed by te x tu a l and system atic  approaches to  le a rn in g . K a le idoscop ic  
layouts, em phasizing the perceiver’s o b liga tion  to  organize and reorganize cu ltu ra l 
or natura l remains, appeared to c ritica l late e igh teenth-century eyes as unmanaged 
c lu tte r. The com bina to ria l æsthetics o f collage were supplanted by the cool, linear 
lo g ic  g o ve rn ing  the  m odern  m useum . C h rono log ica l arrangem ents o f h is to rica l 
m ate ria l, th e ir  separation in to  d is tin c tive  genres and isolated m edia, discouraged 
the viewer from  m ak ing  his or her own connections. Epochs gradua lly  blended in to  
one another, styles sm ooth ly evolved as centuries marched forward to merge w ith  the 
present. Passive spectatorship was encouraged since the system govern ing e xh ib itio n  
was both pre-established and concealed from  the general p u b lic ’s s ight. Coalescence, 
then, represents a second, lu ll in g ,  approach to  in fo rm a tio n . C onso lida tion  glosses 

over gaps, disguises the holes in  our know ledge to convey a standardized p ic tu re  o f 
happenings. The viewer shifts from  pa rtic ipa to ry  observation to  receptive w atch ing. 
R a ther than  en co u n te rin g  p u z z lin g , a tte n tio n -a rre s tin g  s truc tu res , she absorbs 
“ facts” about them . Instead o f being d e lig h tfu lly  in v ite d  to  make patterns, manifesta­
tions are effortlessly absorbed.

To cap tu re  th is  o p p o s it io n  by means o f  a con tem po ra ry  analogy, con tras t 
the fr ie n d ly  icon ic  revelations o f the M acin tosh w ith  the abstruse in te lle c tua lism  
o f the M S-D O S com patib le  computer. In  the la tter, the operator is always rem inded 
o f the im placable machine code d r iv in g  the system because the program  is so taxing. 
Yet, m addeningly, th is  tex t remains h idden from  s igh t and a loo f from  ord inary com ­
prehension. In  the form er, m istakes are cheerfu lly  to lera ted; the user always gets 
another chance. L ike  the personal decisions con fron ting  the v is ito r to  an enchanting 
cabinet o f curiosities, the Mac player selects from  a m agical m iscellany. A b ru p tly  
juxtaposed, co lou rfu l icons recall the mechanical do lls, fine ly  crafted m e ta lw ork  and 
natura l specimens w ith  w h ich  the e igh teenth-century beholder conjured. A llu r in g  
and m utab le  shapes counter the herm eneutic r ig id ity  o f  M S-D O S and the closed clas­
sifications o f museum labels. In  bo th  the electronic and the m ateria l m ilie u , objects 
are easily re-purposed in  m u lt ip le , open-ended and personal ways.

By way o f ty in g  past issues more closely to those o f the present, I  w ant to  re tu rn  
to  m y earlie r suggestion th a t serious in te lle c tu a l im p lic a tio n s  accompany e ith e r 
descrip tion  o f in fo rm a tion . In  particu la r, the unexamined and q u ite  com m on op in ion  
o f visual presentation as in trinsica lly  coalescent or m orphed is, I  believe, responsible
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fo r g iv in g  images th e ir bad reputation. I  have been argu ing  tha t there is a special 
danger w ith  media tha t converge g raph ica lly  because they carry a message devised by 
an unseen someone or in v is ib le  som ething. Here we are p u tt in g  our finger on a m uch 
deeper and o lder prob lem . C overt b lend ing , in  con trad is tinc tion  to overt m ix in g , 
reinforces the more generalized suspicion th a t images are in h e re n tly  t r ic k in g  or 
dup lic itous  by nature. D u r in g  the pre-m odern era, fraudulence and co rrup tion  ta r­
nished the image o f images precisely at those tim es when they became iden tified  p r i ­
m a rily  w ith  one k in d  o f in fo rm a tion . As I  dem onstrated in  A r t fu l Science, i t  is not 
accidental th a t those h is to rica l m om ents also coincided w ith  de lus ion -p roduc ing  

developm ents in  op tica l technology. Seamlessly in tegra ted  form ats prevented the 

spectator, then and now, from  perceiv ing how com binations had been a rtif ic ia lly  con­

tr ive d  or from  c o n tr ib u tin g  to  th e ir construction.
G iven the w e lte r o f e lectronic m edia and the p u ll o f v ir tu a lity , the im ag is t o f  the 

tw e n ty -firs t century w il l  have to  force homogeneous data to e xh ib it its  heterogeneity. 
I  th in k  one o f our ch ie f professional duties w il l  be to induce merged in fo rm a tio n  to 

behave as i f  i t  were linked . N on-stop  transmissions can be slowed dow n to the level 
o f  comprehension, jus t as erased decisions can be rearticu lated. The repudiated flesh 
o f cyberspace can be reincarnated th rough  tang ib le  gestures re m in d in g  viewers tha t 
th e ir  actions, no t m icroch ips, b r in g  content in to  existence. In  short, compressive 
de livery systems challenge us to make bodies step ou t o f boxes. W h o  be tte r than 
artists, architects, designers and historians o f a ll aspects o f the visual to  demonstrate 
the masked sutures exis ting  in  a ll patched-together modes o f com m unication? B u t 
we cannot handle th is  conglom erate alone. N o r are these o ld  terms, concepts and 
specializations adequate to  the rea lities o f a d ig ita l m icrocosm . The in fo rm a tio n  
h ighw ay is an immense cabinet o f curiosities, a crammed mosaic o f disparate tech­
nologies and services jo in in g  com puters, telephones, fax machines, h ig h -d e fin it io n  
televisions and space satellites in to  a g loba l com m unications net. G iven  the sheer 
q u a n tity  and co m p le x ity  o f  d isp layable  data, k n o w in g  how  to  make appropria te  

choices w il l  depend upon astute collaboration among equals across many fields.®
I  am suggesting we m ust also forge an in terconnective m odel o f  the practice 

o f in te raction  itse lf. True co llabora tion  is more than em erging v ic to rious in  a clash 
o f  pow er am ong c o m p e tin g  in te re s t groups. N o r  is i t  p a rc e llin g  o u t na rrow er 
and narrower tasks to more and more consultants in  the era o f “ d e jobb ing .” S triv in g  

fo r coherent results extends beyond em bracing  the lik e -m in d e d  to  engage broad 

constituencies. C om bined research m ust cross venerable and entrenched divides such 
as those cu rren tly  separating the arts, hum anities and sciences. L ike  w ell-designed 
m u ltim e d ia , the synthesizing process is a coherent means fo r learn ing c o n tr ib u tin g  to 
a com m on purpose, one tha t respects various expertises and does not consolidate them  
in to  an ind is tingu ishab le  mass fa lsified under a reductive rub ric .
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Too o ften w hat goes under the name o f jo in t projects or m u tu a l ventures is 
s im p ly  a v ind ica tion  o f established hierarchies. These vertica l arrangements have led, 
in  universities, to  a canonization o f lite racy as a set o f master sk ills  ta c itly  wrapped up 
in  reading and w r it in g . Im a g in g ’s consequent loss o f cogn itive  and cu ltu ra l stature 
impedes any serious discussion o f th e ir th o u g h tfu l, revelatory and positive role in  our 
society. By reengaging w ith  the hum an cond ition , tha t is, by re tu rn ing  to the m ater­
ia l consequences o f passive w a tch ing  or active lo o k in g  in  th is  w o rld , we can p u t 
v is ion  back in to  visual experience.^ In  order to  creatively w o rk  w ith  others, we w il l  
have to  w res tle  w ith  w h y  we have a llow ed  ourselves and o u r ob jects o f  s tu d y  
to become so severely com prom ised. T ry in g  to figure ou t how  to  coordinate, connect, 
or in te llig e n tly  and effective ly collaborate, w i l l  be the new fron tie r, not jus t fo r data 
b u t fo r scholars.
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M I M I N G  T H E  M A S T E R ;  B O Y - T H I N G S ,  B A D  G I R L S  
A N D  FE M M E S  V I T A L E S

M a r y  K e l l y

M ary  K e lly  est a rtis te  et d ire c tr ice  du  p rogram m e de s tud io  (Independent 
S tudy P rogram ) au W h itn e y  M useum  o f A m erican  A r t  à N ew  Y ork. E lle  
s’intéresse plus pa rticu liè rem ent à la question du  fém in ism e dans les théories 
et pratiques artistiques actuelles, ainsi q u ’au modernisme. A u te u r de «Re­
v iew ing  m odern ist c ritic ism »  (The N ew  Museum  o f C ontem porary A r t ,

N e w  Y o rk , 1984) et de «O n representa tion , sexua lity  and sameness»
{Screen, 1987). Parm i les catalogues et livres édités sur son trava il d ’artiste, 
m entionnons Interim  (The N ew  M useum  o f Contem porary A r t,  N ew  Y ork 
et T h e  F ru itm a rk e t  G a lle ry , E d im b o u rg )  e t Post-partum  Document 
(R outledge, 1983). Son prochain ouvrage à paraître chez M IT  Press en 
1 9 9 6  s’in t itu le  Imaging Desire.

A r t is t ,  w r ite r  and p io n e e r in g  fig u re  in  concep tua l a rt in fo rm e d  by 
fem in ism , M ary K e lly  is the D ire c to r o f S tud io  at the W h itn e y  Museum  
o f A m erican A r t ,  Independent S tudy Program . H e r large-scale, p ro ject 
oriented insta lla tions, Post-partum Document (also published in  book fo rm  by 
R outledge, 1983), Interim  and G lo ria  P a tr i have been e xh ib ited  to  great 
c r itica l acclaim  and academic scru tiny  in  the U .K ., the U n ite d  States and 
in te rna tiona lly . H e r essays have been published in  journals such as Screen and 
in  the an tho logy A r t  A fte r Modernism: Rethinking Representation (N ew  Museum  
o f C ontem porary A r t ,  1984) and w i l l  be collected in  Imaging Desire soon to  be 
published by the M IT  Press.
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W hen i t  comes to sexuality and images, the theoretica l im ag ina tion  has been 
captured fo r the m ost part by the lure  o f masquerade. W o rk  in fo rm ed by psychoana­

ly tic  theory in  pa rticu la r has fo llow ed the shiny surface o f th a t concept th rough  the 
maze o f w om en’s ob jectifica tion , constructions o f the fem in ine  and strategies o f resis­
tance to p reva iling  visual codes. M ore recently, i t  has illu m in e d  the issue o f m asculin­
ity  as w e ll, b u t the focus remains on w hat is obviously s ign ifiab le  o f tha t id e n tity  as 
icon ic sign. F a lling  outside th is  fo rm u la tion , taken fo r granted b u t not present to  be 
looked at, is the prob lem  o f m a scu lin ity ’s im b rica tio n  w ith  relations o f power. The 
events o f the Persian G u lf  W ar, especially the presence o f wom en in  the m ilita ry  (not 
to m ention  m y own in c lin a tio n  to  wear a professional “ u n ifo rm ” o f another k in d ), 
have p rom pted me to  side-step the masquerade and take up instead the no tion  o f 
m ascu lin ity  as display. F ina lly  in  l ig h t  o f Lacan’s s ign ifican t om ission o f the “ female 
an im a l” from  his discussion o f the top ic , I  have found i t  a com pe lling  alternative.^

A cco rd ing  to  Lacan: “ In  the case o f display, usually on the pa rt o f the male 
an im al, o r in  the case o f g rim ac ing  sw e lling  by w h ich  the an im al enters the play o f 
com bat in  the fo rm  o f in tim id a tio n , the being gives o f h im se lf, or receives from  the 
other, som eth ing  th a t is lik e  a m ask, a doub le , an envelope, a th ro w n  o f f  sk in , 
th ro w n -o ff in  order to  cover the frame o f a sh ie ld .” ^

One o f  the im p lica tio n s  o f Lacan’s statem ent, as I  see i t ,  is th a t the psychic 
tra jectories o f  d isp lay and masquerade are no t sym m etrica l. W h a t transform s an 
expression o f v i r i l i t y  in to  a re la tion  o f “ hav ing ” rather than “ be ing” seems to invo lve 

a com plex disappearing act. T h is , perhaps, explains w hy the signs and ins ign ia  o f 

dom ina tion  are so elusive.
B o th  concepts —  masquerade and d isp lay —  are im p lica te d  in  the broader 

discussion o f m im ic ry  w h ich , according to  Lacan, is an a c tiv ity  employed in  three 
dimensions: travesty, camouflage and in tim id a tio n .^  In  the firs t fo rm , w h ich  places 
emphasis on the sexual a im , masculine and fem in ine  iden tities  are m ediated th rough  

“ som e th ing  l ik e  a m ask.” R e vo lv in g  around a re la tio n  to  the  p h a llic  te rm , the 
masquerade pretends to  be “ la c k in g ” ; "le parade” o r v ir i le  d isp lay professes to  be 
replete. The subject wants to be loved fo r w hat he is not, hence the travesty as Lacan 
sees i t :  there is no sexual relation.'* In  bo th  instances, the fu n c tio n  o f the mask is tha t 
o f  a lure. B u t, w h ile  the masquerade in  a ll its  effects can be a ttr ib u te d  in  some way to 
tha t fu nc tion , the d isp lay cannot. I t  is also shaped in  the dim ensions o f camouflage 
and in tim id a tio n  w h ich  g ive  the mask a d iffe ren t force —  tha t o f the double, the p ro ­
tective envelope, the th ro w n -o ff skin. T h row n  o ff  precisely to  cover the vu ln e ra b ility  

o f  being seen.
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C a m o u f l a g e

Lacan describes the effect o f m im ic ry  in  the s tr ic t ly  technical sense as camouflage'. 
“ I t  is not a question o f harm on iz ing  w ith  the background b u t, against a m o ttled  
backg round , o f  becom ing m o ttle d  —  exactly  l ik e  the  techn ique  o f cam ouflage 
p ra c tice d  in  h u m an  w a rfa re .”  ̂ T he  so ld ie rs ’ appearance is, in  fac t, s t r ik in g ly  
non -m im e tic . They do not look like  any th ing ; a shapelessness inserting  its e lf in to  the 
landscape; no th ing  in  pa rticu la r becom ing m o ttle d  in  the general scheme o f th ings, 
hop ing  to go undetected in  the lig h t. T h is  is no t a m a tte r o f adaptation, as Lacan 
insists, b u t a process o f inscrip tion . In  an e ffo rt to  escape being trapped by the gaze, 
the subject inscribes h im se lf in  the p ic tu re  in  the m anner o f a “ s ta in .” In e v ita b ly  he is 
caught in  the fie ld o f  v is ion and fractured, s p lit between w hat he th in ks  he is and 
w hat he shows the O ther. S till,  there are d iffe ren t ways o f becom ing a p ic tu re : a stain 
is not a lure. The spectacle lures the O the r in to  lo o k in g  behind the ve il by creating 
the desire to see som ething. B u t the stain tr icks  h im  in to  th in k in g  there is no th ing  
there to see.

“ W h a t I  am do ing  is no greater o r less than the man who is f ly in g  next to 
m e ,” says M a jo r M a rie  Rossi to  a C N N  repo rte r in  January 1992.^ S tand ing  in  

the desert dressed in  camouflage and becom ing m o ttle d  against a background o f 
in s titu tio n a lize d  male dom inance, she insinuates tha t nationa l defence is sex-b lind. 
The firs t tactic  o f  camouflage is to become in v is ib le  —  not unseen, b u t seen to be 
the same. For the camera she is a sh im m ering  surface in  the distance, not qu ite  a 
p ic tu re , b u t an im pression made in  advance. She is w earing a u n ifo rm ; exactly, the 
parts made u n ifo rm , none greater than the whole. To achieve th is , her in d iv id u a tin g  
co rpo rea lity , her body, m ust be o b lite ra te d . K laus  T h e w e le it w rites : “ W h a t the 
troop  m achine produces is i ts e lf  as a to ta li ty  th a t places the in d iv id u a l so ld ie r 
in  a new set o f re la tions to  o ther bodies: i ts e lf  as a co m b in a tio n  o f innum erab le  
id e n tica lly  polished components.” ^

T ha t psychic d is ru p tio n  w h ich  is sexuality and w h ich  the body im p lies , m ust be 
denied. O b ject choice o f any k in d  is s tr ic t ly  o ff- lim its , b u t, o f  course, i t  is s t i l l  on 
th e ir m inds. A nd , the soldier (fe)male is a con tinua l rem inder. The pre fix  signals an 
a la rm ing  a d d ition  to the ranks; a rem ainder o f  “ affect” invad ing  the consumm ate 
order o f m ilita ry  comm and.

She is, however, not Private, b u t M a jo r Rossi. Th is  is the second manoeuvre o f 
camouflage and the one w h ich  lin ks  i t  inex tricab ly  to  the d isplay; tha t is, the specific 

fo rm  o f v is ib i l i ty  conferred by rank. A u th o r ity  accrues or is d im in ished  according 
to  her place w ith in  a coded h ierarchy. Power is presented th ro u g h  the absence 
o f  conspicuous effects. V ir i l i t y  is d isem bodied, b u t d isce rn ib le  as gesture, voice.
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in to n a tio n , in s in u a tio n  or silence. T he w e le it again; “ The troop  also produces an 
expression; o f  determ inations, s trength, precision; o f s tr ic t order, o f s tra igh t lines and 

rectangles, an expression o f ba ttle  and o f a specific m ascu lin ity .” ®
The expression o f m ascu lin ity  as order imposes a curious displacem ent o f desire. 

W h a t the soldier cathects, above a ll, is the abstract order o f the law  itse lf. A nd  w hat 
is repressed returns in  s im ila r guise, tha t is, as a fo rm  o f l in g u is tic  contagion. J u d ith  

B u tle r  has observed th a t, in  the  m ili ta r y  con tex t, an u tte rance can become the 

equivalent o f  an act. To say, “ I  am homosexual” establishes an id e n tity  w h ich  in  tu rn  

is equated w ith  a conduct.^ The im ag inary  scene o f verbal seduction m ig h t express 
the  in te r lo c u to r ’s unconscious w ish , b u t provokes instead a re a c tio n -fo rm a tio n : 
“ p e rve rse ” des ire  can be c a u g h t l ik e  a d isease, tra n s fe rre d  th ro u g h  speech. 
Hence, the ju rid ica l so lu tion: D o n ’t  ask, don ’t  te ll. B u t renuncia tion, as Freud po in ts 
ou t, preserves the w ish by reproducing i t  as p ro h ib ite d  desire. S im ila rly , Thew e le it 
suggests th a t even in  peacetim e the  tro o p  m achine has a bo rder to  defend, “ i t  
compresses inw ard tow ard its  ow n in te rio r,” w h ich  in  the curren t s itua tion  means 
p o lic in g  the  sexual conduct o f  its  com ponents, and “ w ar offers te m p o ra rily , an 
o p p o rtu n ity  fo r d ischarge.” A n  arm y paratrooper, hav ing  taken her firs t Ira q i 
prisoner o f war, w ro te  to  her m other from  the Persian G u lf  describ ing i t  as “ the most 
exc iting  th in g  since sex I ’ve done.” "

Furtherm ore, Thew e le it concludes, “ the surplus value produced by the troop is a 
code tha t consolidates o ther to ta lity  form ations between men, such as the na tion .” '^ 
The nation, lik e  gender, has a psychic border, and a “ d isp lay” o f  nationa lism  can also 
fa il to  cover the frame o f a shield th a t has lost not on ly  its  economic m etal b u t also its 
d ip lo m a tic  sheen. T h is  seems to have been exactly the case fo r the U n ite d  States 
d u r in g  the onset o f  the c o n flic t w ith  Iraq , leav ing  the  President w ith  o n ly  one 
“ m an ly ” op tio n  —  force. Thus, in  a case o f g rim ac ing , sw e lling  and swearing “ C u t i t  
o f f  and k i l l  i t , ” a na tion entered the p lay o f com bat in  the specific fo rm  o f in t im id a ­

tio n  called Desert Storm .

I n t i m i d a t i o n

T h re a te n in g  e jacu la tions and gestures as th ro w n -o ff skins cover the  b o d y ’s 
vu lnerable in te rio r w ith  an im ag inary  carapace. “ The ego,” Freud m ainta ins “ is firs t 
and foremost a b o d ily  ego, i t  is not m erely a surface en tity , b u t is its e lf the pro jection  
o f a s u r fa c e .T h is  is, I  th in k , w hat Lacan has in  m in d  when he calls d isplay a form  
o f intim idation', gestures o f v i r i l i t y  deployed not on ly  in  the service o f the sexual a im , 
b u t also as the ego’s defence against ann ih ila tion . From  Freud’s p o in t o f  view, w ith in  
the perception-consciousness system, the ego takes sides w ith  the ob ject to  resist
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the id . However, “ the lib id in a l subject,” as Lacan reform ulates i t ,  “ interacts, not w ith  
his environm ent, b u t w ith  his orifices.” '"* In  the schema o f narcissistic iden tifica tion , 
the ego takes sides against the object and the body’s orifices are subjected to  con tro l 
by means o f a lib id in a l cathexis o f the body as image. In  its  earliest fo rm ation , then, 
the im ago vacillates w ild ly  between the body as gestalt and the corps morcelé. The drive  
fo r  s e lf  -m a s te ry  is c o n t in u a l ly  th w a r te d  b y  an in c o o rd in a t io n  th a t  takes 
on existentia l p roportions. In  Some Reflections on the Ego, Lacan states:

I t  is the  gap separating m an from  nature th a t de term ines h is lack o f 
re la tionsh ip  to nature and begets his narcissistic shield w ith  its  nacreous 
covering on w h ich  is painted the w o rld  from  w h ich  he is forever cu t off, 
b u t th is  same structure is also the s igh t where his own m ilie u  is grafted on 
to h im , i.e., the society o f  his fe llow  men.*^
In  th is  fo rm u la tion , I  see a crucia l in tersection between the on to log ica l question 

o f ‘ ‘m an” and the eth ical issue o f social transform ation. D isp lay as a fo rm  o f in t im id a ­
tio n  is grounded in  the found ing  m om ent o f the subject as his “ narcissistic sh ie ld ,” 
yet v ir ile  disp lay as the specific “ s ig h t” o f m ascu lin ity  is “ grafted on to h im ” in  the 

same move. The shield bears the impress o f “ society,” etched on to its  phantasm atic 
surface th rough  the operations o f the ego ideal. T h is , I  believe, also opens the concept 
o f d isplay to a sym ptom atic  reading, tha t is, to  a d e fin itio n  o f the pa rticu la r pa tho lo ­
gy o f m ascu lin ity  tha t prevails in  a circumstance like  war. A lth o u g h  I  do not mean to 
say tha t the h is to rica l rea lity  o f war is reducib le to  psychological explanation. Rather 
m y in te rest resides in  the h is to rica l o ve rde te rm ina tion  o f  the sym p tom  and the 
prob lem  i t  poses fo r fem in ism  at the present tim e.

To re tu rn , then, to  M a jo r Rossi, whose lite ra l carapace was a C h inook Chopper, 
i t  was not invu lnerab le  and her death has become an ignom in ious testim ony to equal 
access. M etaphorica lly, i t  is suggestive o f the in tim a te  re la tionsh ip  between man and 
the  m achine —  “ Its  m echanical defects and breakdow ns o ften  pa ra lle l h is ow n 
neurotic sym ptom s,” observes Lacan. “ Its  em otiona l significance fo r h im  comes from  
the fact tha t i t  exteriorizes the pro tective  shell o f his ego, as w e ll as the fa ilu re  o f his 
v ir i l i t y . ” '^ In  M a jo r Rossi’s case, the fa ilu re  o f v i r i l i t y  was not de term ined by her 
gender, b u t by the in t im id a t in g  d isp lay o f technology itse lf. The aura o f d ig itize d  
co n tro l, d is ta n t from  the scene o f b a ttle , dehum anized, presented the in d iv id u a l 
soldier o f the G u lf  W ar, u n like  the proto-fascist Freikorps o f  the th irtie s , as so many 

unpolished components in  th e ir archaic arm or who were made to  appear im perfect 
and am biva len t in  re la tion  to the role o f mastery.

The m ilita ry  facade throws “ s treng th ” in to  h ig h  re lie f as a de fin ing  a ttr ib u te  

o f  m a s c u lin ity ; no t s im p ly  p h ys ica l, b u t m o ra l s tre n g th  w ith  its  em phasis on 
achievem ent. L ie u t. Col. Rhonda C ornum , fo r exam ple, is described as an A rm y
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f l ig h t  surgeon, h e lico p te r p i lo t ,  b io ch e m is try  P h .D ., paratrooper, Persian G u l f  
prisoner o f war. P urple H eart rec ip ien t, and conservator o f heterosexual norms —  
w ife  and m other. W hen  captured, she had on ly  one regret: N o  tim e  to  swallow  her 

w edd ing  ring . N o  weakness there. Two broken arms, a wrecked knee, b u lle t wounds 
in  her shoulder: war is an occasion to  d isp lay the se lf-p u n ish in g , se lf-sacrific ing  
sym ptom s o f a “ strong ego” lik e  trophies.'^

C o m ba t, in  a sense, m a te ria lizes  the  ego ’s tendency to  b u i ld  i ts e l f  up  by 
opposition, d isplacing its alienation on to the other. Jacqueline Rose points out that 
“ ...paranoid impulses don’t  just pro ject onto rea lity as delusion; they affect rea lity and 
become a component o f i t . ” A nd  regarding the G u lf  W ar she adds, “ the problem  for 
Bush was that, having called up the image o f Hussein as u tte r monstrosity, he had to go 
to war.” '*̂  W h ile  the im m ediate im pact o f the con flic t may have b lurred the d is tinc tion  
between fantasy and reality, the after-effects b rought i t  in to  focus again. F irst, there was 
a certa in irony  attached to  the dep loym ent o f  force in  an in te rna tiona l context o f 
increasing dem ilita riza tion . Secondly, the escalation o f e lectronically regulated warfare 
was experienced in  fact as a loss o f contro l by soldiers in  the field. F inally, the problem  
o f women and gays and lesbians in  the m ilita ry  —  having called up the image o f that 
“ u tte r m onstrosity,” the in s titu tio n ’s hegemonic status w ould never be the same.

“ Sameness” is e xa c tly  th a t in tra c ta b le  q u a l ity  o f  a u th o r ity  w h ic h  places 
the burden o f au then tica tion  on the other. The m ilita ry  in s titu tio n  is on ly the most 
obvious instance o f an all-pervasive, b u t less conspicuous d isplay o f v ir i l i ty .  Take, fo r 
example, the typ ica l FO E ad encouraging wom en, m in o ritie s  and the disabled to 

apply: the unspoken te rm  (w h ite  able-bodied male) assumes a re la tion  o f power in  
w h ich  the in fin ite ly  variable and hence vulnerable m a jo rity  are “ fem in ized .”

I  w ou ld  argue, finally, tha t display, as a defensive strategy o f the ego, attem pts 
to m ain ta in  a distance from  the ob jectify ing  function  o f the gaze and pro ject instead the 
idea liz ing agency o f identifica tion . Beyond the specular dim ension o f the shield, i t  sup­

ports the subject’s narcissistic relation to  an ideal; how  he makes h im se lf lovable in  the 

eyes o f the Other, he being the appropriate designation here, since, as Catherine M illo t  
points ou t, i t  is the object o f desire and not the object o f love tha t is fem in ine.'^ A nd  
the ideal, insofar as i t  is shaped w ith in  the gendered order o f the sym bolic, is masculine.

O f  course, to  assume a pos ition  o f a u th o rity  does not mean i t  is in te rna lized as 
such. A t  least, fo r the subject to  sustain tha t illu s io n  o f un ity , to  take his ow n ego as 

the ideal, w ou ld  induce a dysfunctiona l fo rm  o f megalomania rather than a discourse 
o f  mastery.^® E ven th o u g h  th e  c o n d it io n s  o f  s u b o rd in a tio n  m ay be s o c ia lly  
d iscern ib le, th e ir  psychic consequences are less certain.

Clearly, a masculine or fem in ine position is not synonymous w ith  the category 
man or woman. Indeed, the subject is not commensurate w ith  any fixed id e n tity  as

84



such. Behind the mask, w hat is discovered is not the tru th  o f sexuality b u t its opacity. 
L u re  o r sh ie ld , b o th  d isclose no m ore than  the  specific  modes o f  th a t fa ilu re . 
Nevertheless, considered in  another way, as an enactment o f difference w ith in  a desig­
nated site or status, the display internalizes and encodes the structures o f power and 
dominance as masculine. I  am not suggesting there is a hegemonic form  o f m asculin ity 
to be exposed, yet something seems to ru in  the act when i t  is staged by women.

H y b r i d

W hen H o m i Bhabha describes h y b r id ity  as an effect o f uncerta in ty tha t a fflic ts  
the discourse o f power, he is re fe rring  specifically to  the E ng lish  book and its colonia l 
appropriation.^^ B u t I  also find  the te rm  useful in  th in k in g  about the way power 
is a ff lic te d  by the  u n ce rta in ty  o f  gender w hen w om en app rop ria te  the fa m ilia r  
symbols o f male au th o rity  by adop ting  the display. T h is  displacem ent o f  value from  
sym bol to sign Bhabha says d istinguishes the operations o f the h yb rid  from  those o f 

the fetish and endows i t  w ith  a certain legacy o f resistance. Yet the fetish is ne ither 
good nor bad and the h yb rid , in  m y view, is no t always subversive. In  particu la r, the 
“gender h y b r id ” can serve to le g itim a te  as w e ll as d is ru p t the dom inan t discourse 
or to  in s t itu t io n a liz e  the m a rg ina l and, th ro u g h  a process o f  d isavow al, can be 
reconfigured as a fetish.

In  a display o f p o lit ic a l a u th o rity  tha t has now become a caricature, M argaret 
Thatcher lowered her voice, ta ilo red her clothes and projected an image o f con tro l 
unparalleled by any o f her male counterparts. She inscribed herself in to  the p o lit ica l 
p ic tu re  o f the conservative party  w ith  a calculated con fo rm ity , bu t the camouflage 
was less than perfect. “ People are more conscious o f me being a wom an than I  am ,” 

she c o m p la in e d .T h e  facts o f gender, imposed, in te rna lized as an effect o f the in te r­
po la tion : Look, a woman! “ Iro n  Lady,” iro n ic  mask, at once revealing and denying 
an “ i ts e l f ’ beh ind  i t .  “ H y b r id ity , ” expla ins Bhabha, “ represents th a t am b iva len t 
‘tu rn ’ o f  the d iscrim inated subject in to  the te rr ify in g , exorb itan t object o f paranoid 
c lass ifica tion .” ^̂  “ In  practice  as sen tim en ta l as a b lack  w id o w ,” rem arked a B B C  

com m entator, tu rn in g  Thatcher in to  a spectre o f te rr ify in g  uncerta in ty and in  a sense, 
a h y b r id ;  b u t her e xo rb ita n ce  was n e ith e r d is ru p t iv e  n o r trans fo rm a tiona l.^"^  
R eve lling  in  the Falklands v ic to ry, p rodd ing  Bush to  go to war w ith  Iraq , tak ing  
an aggressive stance on capita l pun ishm ent, she unsettled the fe m in is t assum ption 
tha t wom en are no t v io len t. By com b in ing  the ra tio n a lity  o f law  and order w ith  a 
stereotype o f gender. Rose argues, “ Thatcher presented a fe m in in ity  w h ich  does not 
serve to neutralize violence, b u t allows fo r its  le g it im a tio n .” ^̂

85



A lte rna tive ly , a tte m p tin g  to  avoid gender stereotypes when she was questioned 
by the New York Times about her p o lit ica l aims and her sexual o rien ta tion , Patric ia 
Ire land, the president o f the N a tiona l O rgan iza tion  fo r W om en said; “ I ’m  a h y b r id .” 
A lth o u g h  she probably meant to  convey the idea o f som ething “ new,” I  was in tr ig u e d  
by the a rtic le ’s descrip tion  o f the “d ich o to m y” o f her image. A t  one m om ent, she was 
“ ... lead ing a counter pro test outs ide the abo rtion  c lin ic ... jostled and spat upon 
by O peration Rescue.” A t  another, “ ... every ha ir in  place, she attended a seminar o f 
cons titu tiona l lawyers ... parsing the in tricacies o f abortion law .” ^̂  W h a t constitu tes 
the effect o f  uncerta in ty  here is ne ither the prob lem  o f her gender, nor o f  her object 
choice, b u t the p rob lem atic  o f  p o lit ic a l representation fo r fem in ism . The disavowed, 
jos tled  and spat upon  p ro te s te r reenters the  o ff ic ia l discourse o f  ju risp rudence  
parsing in tricacies as an advocate o f w om en ’s r ig h ts  and estranges the basis o f its  
au thority , tha t is, the rules tha t determ ine who can speak, about w hat and fo r w hom . 
H e r presence, even w ith  every ha ir in  place, marks an absence in  the established order 
o f  th ings . A nd  her sta tem ent exerts a pressure, no t adversarial b u t so lic itous —  

the desire to  be considered.
“ As soon as I  desire,” w rites Fanon, “ I  am asking to be c o n s id e r e d . I t  is the 

desire no t to  be desired, no t to  be “ sealed in to  th ingness,” b u t to be recognized tha t 
p rom pts the self-effacing strategy o f camouflage. The Sunday Times describes an a rtis t 
“ dressed casually in  a lavender T -sh irt and faded b lack dungarees, her make-up-less 
face fram ed by fr iz z y  g ray h a ir ” re c a llin g  her desire: “ To be a p a in te r m eant, 

I  th o u g h t tha t I  could never get m arried or have a fam ily . I t  was like  go ing  in to  a 

c o n v e n t . T o  p a in t a p ic tu re , firs t i t  is necessary to  become one; to  become m o ttled , 
in  th is  case, against the gender-biased background o f abstract p a in tin g  in  the fifties. 
B u t i t  is a fa m ilia r ins inua tion  beyond period iza tion . Desire requires a sacrifice. To be 
considered, “ I  turned m yse lf in to  an asexual gnom e,” she confessed, w r it in g  herself 
back over, b u t no t exactly on the lin e  o f w ha t is called the avant-garde —  those 
practices w h ich  p riv ilege  the sexual economy o f m ascu lin ity , and moreover, p riv ilege  

sexuality its e lf as th e ir  centra l and m ost subversive them e. A n  im perfect double, 
her horsexe traced over his per(e)version\ she a ttem pts  to  erase difference, w h ile  he 

appropriates hers.
Recall, fo r example, A nd ré  B re ton ’s encounter w ith  N a d ja ’s vis ionary madness, 

M arcel D ucham p ’s c ryp tic  in ve n tion  o f an a lte r ego, Rrose Selavy, or A ndy W a rh o l’s 
D re lla , the crossbred (D racu la-C indere lla ) persona o f his novel a. “The a r t is t” has 
already positioned himself on the side o f the heterogeneous and the unsaid, the insane, 

the outrageous and the perverse, then named i t  a fter her. To be a “ wom an a r t is t” 
and to be s ign ified as such is lik e  a double negative. O f  course as Susan Suleiman 
con jectu res, b e ing  “ d o u b ly  m a rg in a l” she cou ld  conceive o f  h e rse lf as “ to ta lly
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a v a n t-g a rd e .” ^  ̂ She c o u ld  trace  he r passion fo r  the  m asquerade back to  the  
m a te rna l body; to  pleasure w h ich  is fo rb id d e n , b u t no t perverse. T h ro u g h  the 
tra jectory o f the castration com plex, the subject is ejected in to  a dom ain o f sym bolic 
obstacles w h ich  inev itab ly  tu rn  around the N am e-of-the-Father. Janine Chasseguet- 
S m irg e l com m en ts ; “ T he  p e rv e rt is t r y in g  to  free h im s e lf  fro m  the  p a te rn a l 
u n iv e r s e .H e  creates chaos in  an e ffo rt to  erode difference once i t  is in  place. She  ̂
on the o ther hand, in  m ak ing  an alliance w ith  the m other, w ou ld  be returned to 

the S ign ifie r o f  the Real O th e r and to the realm  o f lost objects. For me, there is 
an irres is tib le  analogy here, one concerning the fate o f w o rk  in fo rm ed by fem in ism  
in  the recent past.

The Œ dipa l dramas o f a rt h is to ry  are staged between fathers and sons across the 
body o f the mother. To resolve the ambivalence o f his active and passive wishes, the 
son is faced w ith  a d ilem m a: Should he k i l l  the father or seduce h im . B u t w hat o f the 
daughter? She is also g iven the fa ther’s name w h ich  positions her as his po ten tia l 
riva l. T h is  event, however, takes a s ign ifican t tu rn . I t  has been customary, w ith in  
many cultures, to  assign a forename w h ich  displaces the sym bolic m eaning o f the 
paternal m etaphor by changing i t  in to  a sign o f her difference, her d isinheritance. 
C o n se q u e n tly , am ong  w om en  a r t is ts  and w r ite rs  th e re  has been a lo n g  and 
honourable tra d it io n  o f pseudonym s, in it ia ls  and e n ig m a tic  agnom ina; disguises 
w h ic h , in  th e ir  cu rious m im ic ry , a f f l ic t  the  p a tro n ym  w ith  u nce rta in ty . In  her 
catalogue an a rtis t w rites: “ I  guess I  had the desire to  be somebody d iffe re n t, to  
re invent myself. I  firs t p icked the name A lex  a rb itra r ily  from  a person in  a movie 
as a nice, androgynous n icknam e.” ^'

Once again, I  find  the invocation  o f an “ outside sex” sym ptom atic. Perhaps i t  is 
not enough fo r a wom an to in te rna lize  her paternal im ago in  the fo rm  o f an ego ideal. 
She m ust also present a self-image w h ich  instates her fu l ly  and centra lly  w ith in  the 
fa ther’s ju risd ic tio n . For she cannot break the law, or revise the canon, from  a place 
outside o f i t .  Ingest his name and status firs t, then sp it i t  out. Yet her p a rtic ip a tio n  in  
the to tem  meal is con tingen t on a disavowal o f  the mother. A n d  tha t is her d ilem m a.

M y  interest here is no t in  the c lin ica l p ic tu re  o f tha t con flic t, b u t in  the a rtis tic  

strategies th a t “ w o rk  th ro u g h ” the  psych ic resistance to , and the  specific social 

im p o s itio n  of, aesthetic rules. Considered as a discursive system, rather than a h is to ry  
o f  designated movements, the avant-garde could be said to  construct the category 
o f creative su b je c tiv ity  as essentially transgressive and m etaphorica lly  fem in ine . In  
th is  respect, i t  cuts across the discourses o f bo th  m odernism  and postm odern ism , 
appearing as a divergence from  the norm  when i t  poses as oppositiona l practice, b u t 

converging w ith  i t  on the issue o f orig ina lity .^^ In  fact the no tion  o f transgression 

co n s titu te s  one o f  the  fo rem ost ru les o f re c o g n itio n  fo r o r ig in a l ity  w ith in  the
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in s titu tio n  o f Fine A r t ;  so m uch so tha t the creative subject, presumed to  be male, 
could be said to assume the masquerade o f transgressive fem in in ity as a form o f v irile  display. 
The same scenario applies to  the daughter too, who m ust not be d u tifu l,  tha t w ou ld  

le t the mask s lip , reveal her disguise. The masculine ideal she incorporates effective ly 
re tu rn s  he r o w n  im a g e  to  he r, as in  a m ir r o r ,  in v e r te d . T h e  d o u b le  fra u d  
o f “ being-as-having.” To p u ll tha t o ff, she m ust resolve her Œ dipa l d ilem m a, then 
subvert i t ,  create chaos, erode difference, be “ perverse” : in  o ther words, be “ bad.”

G rim ac ing , sw e lling  or “ s p ill in g  and spew ing, exho rting , in s u lt in g , ca jo ling , 
cheering and cu rs ing ,” in  the words o f M arcia Tucker, artists (m ostly  women and a 
few good men) entered the p lay o f com bat in  the fo rm  o f an e x h ib it io n  w ith  the 
appropriate and tim e ly  t i t le . B ad G i r l s I t  opened in  N ew  Y ork in  January 1994 
sim ultaneously w ith  its  “ independent sister” in  Los Angeles, B ad G irls  West, the co in ­
cidenta l Bad G irls  show in  London and tw o  mainstream film s o f the same name. The 
e xh ib itio n  was com plex and extensive and m y trea tm ent here w il l  be schematic. B u t, 
precisely because o f its  extent —  there were over one hundred partic ipants  —  and its  
com p lex ity  —  there were tw o  sites (one o f w h ich  d iv ided  the presentation o f w o rk  

in to  Parts I  and I I ,  and both o f w h ich  included video programs, a zine and souvenirs) —  
the e xh ib itio n  as a system p riv ileged  cura toria l au thorsh ip  in  terms o f reading, or 
m ak ing  sense of, its  unw ie ldy  imaged discourse. T h is  is s ignalled by the genre —  i t  
is a theme show, and developed th rough  conventions o f presentation such as w a ll text 
and o ther form s o f visual or audio aids tha t s ign ify  access to cura toria l in te n tio n . The 
e x h ib it io n ’s spatial and tem pora l organization also emphasizes spectatorial engage­
m ent and above a ll, en terta inm ent. F ina lly, cura toria l in te n tio n a lity  is consolidated 
in  the  ca ta logue  o f  w h ic h , in  co n tra s t to  the  d ispersa l o f  v isu a l events, the re  
is s ig n if ic a n tly  o n ly  one version and in  i t ,  b o th  curators celebrate the u n d u t ifu l 
d a u g h te r’s co m in g  o f  age. T h e ir  stated a im  is to  ap p ro p ria te  the  avan t-ga rde ’s 
tra d it io n  o f transgression fo r th e ir own. In  effect, they have abandoned the discrete 

camouflage —  leather jackets, no m ake-up and no-nonsense o f artists who hoped to 
“ pass” by denying  sexual difference as w e ll as the fe m in is t masquerade tha t d u t ifu l ly  
reassigned i t  by representing “ w om an.” Instead, they have adopted a fo rm  o f in t im i­

dation . “ Bad g ir ls  aren’t  p o lite , they ’re aggressive,” w rites Tucker, “ they curse, rant, 
rave and make fun  o f and m im ic  w hom ever and whatever they w ant, themselves 

inc luded .” '̂*
M im ic ry  as an a rtis tic  strategy can expose the visual codes tha t constitu te  the 

canon to rid icu le . Yet, i t  also discloses the psyche’s defensive posture in  the act o f dou­
b ling : the th ro w n -o ff skin; th row n  o ff to  cover the frame o f a shield, to  protect the artis t 
from  the enfeebling effects o f her gender. In  th is in trica te  rend ition  o f display, a woman 
mimics a man who masquerades as a woman to prove his v ir il ity . O r, translated in to  zine- 
speak: A  g ir l  th in g  being a boy th in g  being a g ir l  th in g  in  order to be a bad th ing .
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As an in s titu tio n a l practice, the e xh ib itio n  is a n ti- tra d itio n a l, b u t no t necessari­
ly  oppositional. The curators stress tha t not everyone inc luded in  i t  is a fem in is t, bu t 
they are uncond itiona lly  and w ith o u t exception “ bad.” “ N o t on ly  do these artists d is­
obey e xp lic it com m andm ents enjoined by the fathers and handed dow n th rough  the 
m o ther’s co m p lic ity ,” claim s M arcia  Tanner, “ they ignore the en tire  m y th  o f male 
hegemony, o f paternal lawgivers in  a rt and everywhere else.” ^̂  In  th is , they have 
upheld the avant-garde’s central and most sacred convention: art as transgression for 
its  own sake. The aim  is no t s im p ly  to subvert the law by proposing a d iffe ren t order, 
b u t to  pervert i t  by opposing a ll order, en tire ly  and everywhere.

As the expression o f a curatoria l desire, the e xh ib itio n  asks the a rtis t to  im agine 
herself free o f the paternal universe, suggesting tha t she has already shaped herself 
w ith in  i t  —  an id en tifica tion  so com plete, a m im e  so perfect, he w ou ld  w ant to  be 
lik e  her. “ They ’ve freed themselves w ith  such sp ir itu a l irreverence, such conviction  
and assurance, th a t m ale a rtis ts  are now  im ita t in g  th e m .” ^̂  O f  course, “ th e y ,” 
fabricated by the cura toria l im ag ina tion , are not synonymous w ith  the checklist o f 
a rtis ts whose statements and practices never q u ite  concur w ith  the g iven theme. 
P robably, the  m ost p ro d u c tiv e  read ing  takes place in  the  gap between them.^^ 
B u t w hat I  w ant to  take up, in  a more general way, is the im p lica tio n  o f the dïatext 
(e xh ib itio n  and catalogue com bined) as double; tha t is, the avant-garde im ago and 
its  bad g ir l  double. In  the gap produced between the h is to ric ity  o f m isbehaviour and 
its  re p e tit io n  by the o ther, a d is loca tion , b u t no t a s h ift, o f  pow er is visua lized 
or, more accurately visualizes.

The e xh ib it io n  presents a ve rtig inous d ive rs ity  o f  media and dimensions, bu t 
the visual rhe toric  collides on a single tack: the joke. I t  ranges in  com p lex ity  from  
parody and app rop ria tion  to slapstick, innuendo and pun. Above a ll, there is one 
image tha t, fo r me, encapsulates th is  rhe toric  and the pa rticu la r k in d  o f spectatorship 
the e xh ib itio n  endorses. I t  is an u n tit le d , b lack and w h ite , ge la tin  s ilver p r in t  by 
Coreen Simpson, conventiona lly  realist in  th a t i t  appears to record a chance event, 

b u t unusual in  the subject and object positions i t  constructs. In  the photograph, tw o 

wom en d iv ide  the frame. One, her m o re -th a n -fu ll figure enhanced by a t ig h t  k n it  

dress, conjures an image o f excess. The other, svelte shape and demure a ttire , im p lies  
restra int. Yet the p ic tu re  e lic its  an ins tan t e rup tion  o f laughte r because i t  construes 
“ jus t the opposite” m eaning. The p ivo ta l p o in t o f  th is  reversal is the ob lique  glance 
o f  the  w om an o f  an exiguous type  a t the  v o lu m in o u s  p o s te r io r o f  the  other.^^ 
She is caught look ing , exposed in  a m om ent o f shock and d isgust; her pretensions, 
her desire to please, her suscep tib ility  la id  bare fo r a ll to  see. She is o u t o f con tro l, o ff 

balance. In  fact, she is fa llin g  ou t o f the frame and destab iliz ing  its  sym m etry w h ile  

the carnivalesque figure  takes charge. She is placed f irm ly  in  the frame, the l ig h t
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p u l l in g  her in to  the  fo re g ro u n d , her stance an expression o f  com posure  and 
confidence. B u t th is  does not mean she becomes the object o f iden tifica tion  fo r the 
viewer. In  the background, there is a rather obscure, b u t crucia l o u tlin e  o f a man w ith  

his back to  the camera, s ig n ify in g  tha t the male gaze is, in  a sense, excluded from  the 
p ic tu re . A  wom an, in  the pos ition  o f spectator, takes his place outside the frame. 
The joke is to ld  fo r her pleasure at the expense o f bo th  subjects in  the photograph —  
one as an object o f r id icu le  and the o ther as spectacle. S ituated in  the masculine pose 
psychically, she then realigns herself w ith  the image o f transgressive fe m in in ity . The 
fact tha t she chooses the bad g ir l  th in g , rather than being assigned to  i t ,  is em power­
in g ; b u t the photograph ’s d iv is ion  o f the frame is ind ica tive  o f the k in d  o f p a rtit io n  
the e xh ib itio n  imposes on its  audience. Indeed the reso lu tion o f the image, its  in te l l i ­
g ib i l i t y  and tendency to closure produces a fo rm  o f en joym ent specific to  the joke: 
e ither you get i t  or you don ’t. I t  is s ign ifican tly  d iffe ren t from  the p reva iling  no tion  
o f the  avant-garde te x t as the  in s tig a tio n  o f  a d if f ic u lt  pleasure, one in  w h ich , 
as Barthes suggests, the subject struggles w ith  m eaning and is lost."*”

Tucker’s in te rp re ta tion  o f avant-garde te x tu a lity  has very l i t t le  to  do w ith  its 
h is to rica l m anifestations in  art and lite ra tu re . L in k in g  i t  instead w ith  C arn iva l’s sym ­
bo lic  inversion, she claims tha t the role o f the avant-garde has been to  “ tu rn  th ings 

upside d o w n .” ^' C arn iva l occasions have always been o ff ic ia lly  sanctioned by the 
dom inan t cu ltu re . I t  is pe rm itted  to break the law  w ith in  its  own lim its ; to  tu rn  
th in g s  upside dow n fo r a day. As events they are extravagant yet self-conta ined, 
usually in d iffe re n t to an organizational p o lit ic , b u t tha t does not mean they are w ith ­
ou t p o lit ic a l significance. C arnival festiv ities make fun  o f those o f a h igher status. 
Tucker claims, “ b r in g in g  them  dow n to size.’”^̂  Hence the e x h ib it io n ’s emphasis on 

hum our as a tactic  o f in tim id a tio n  is undertaken, in  the end, as a display o f mastery.
In  contrast, the avant-garde’s re la tion  to  the law is not one o f inversion, w h ich  

im p lies  a separation from  one order and the nam ing o f another, b u t o f  perversion, 
tha t is, the suppression o f s tructure and d iv is ion . T h is  is not to  say th a t heterogeneity 
as an æsthetic stance cannot be in s titu tio n a lize d . Indeed, i t  has become a de fin ing  
feature o f “ h ig h  a rt.” W h a t interests me is the way the a u th o rity  o f the in s titu tio n a l 
discourse is unsettled when a w il l fu l  m isreading (such as Tucker’s) is mapped on to 
its  surface. The spontaneous ob jections to  the e x h ib it io n  —  there are too m any 
artists, i t  a ll looks a like , w hy on ly  wom en —  articu la te  in  negative the s ilen t assump­

tions o f scarcity, o r ig in a lity  and a certa in gender, m ak ing  v is ib le  w hat is present b u t 

not seen because i t  is taken fo r granted as the p recond ition  for, and the tru th  of, a ll 
great art. As Bhabha com m ents in  another context, “ the d isplay o f h y b r id ity  —  its 
peculiar ‘re p lica tio n ’ —  terrorizes a u th o rity  w ith  the ruse o f recogn ition , its  m im ic ry , 
its  m o c k e r y . O n  the one hand the e xh ib itio n , i t  seems to  me, is exactly th is , a ruse
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o f recognition. The t i t le  itse lf, B ad G irls , traced back, w r it te n  over the “ avant-garde” 
(bad boys know n s im p ly  as “ good a rtis ts ” ) produces a surplus —  too v is ib le , too 
lite ra l, too desiring. For th is  reason i t  results in  a de fic it, tha t is to  say, the t i t le  
inscribes a lack in to  the ins ign ia  o f “ greatness” by tu rn in g  transgression in to  a sign 
o f sexual difference.

A t  the same tim e , the uncerta in ty  th is  pro ject generated in  the art w o rld  was 
not ind ica tive  o f its  reception elsewhere. W ith in  the en terta inm ent sector, i t  fe ll in to  
place w ith o u t a ru ffle , largely because the bad g ir l  was m istaken fo r her more fa m ilia r 
and com m odifiab le  double, the femme vitale.

F e t i s h

Infused w ith  desire according to the log ic o f fantasy, rather than the dictates 
o f the object, a fetish is said to be bo th  unpred ictab le  and obstinate. Yet, inevitab ly, 
its  im ag inary fo rm  is filte red  th rough  regimes o f v is ib i l i ty  w h ich  leave a c u ltu ra lly  

specific residue on the enchanted th in g . In  o ther words, fe tish ism ’s incanta tion  o f the 
sexual crisis is h is to rica lly  in flected. Since the G u lf  W ar, fo r example, there have been 
innum erable  images o f women in  u n ifo rm , provocative ly posed w ith  machine guns or 
tanks, as w e ll as a p ro lif ic  genre o f th r ille rs  w h ich  feature the ingenue murderess. 
A lth o u g h  w hat I  find  m ost in tr ig u in g  is the sedate va ria tion  on th is  theme w h ich  
has been proffered by the fashion trade.

In  A u g u s t 1 9 9 2 , A nne  K le in  launched M.y Uniform . D oub le-breasted su it, 
s licked back hair, the m odel is composed w ith in  a flank  o f sm ilin g  firemen. T h e ir 

iden tica l w h ite  shirts and b lack ties forge an alliance w ith  the corporate image o f men 
in  suits who are rem arkably unm em orable and, fo r exactly tha t reason, strategically 
positioned as those fo r w hom  the “ others” w i l l  perfo rm , w il l  expla in, w i l l  ask to be 
considered. B u t th e ir array o f sh iny bu ttons and, above a ll, badges welds another 
k in d  o f un ion. They are objects, as Genet phrases i t ,  “ in  w h ich  the q u a lity  o f males is 
v io le n tly  concentrated,” not the s ilen t ins ign ia  o f power, b u t the specular display o f 
rank."^"  ̂ Inserted in to  that p ic tu re , her un ifo rm  appears to be m uch more than a stain.

Bhabha m ain ta ins  th a t in  the fe tish is tic  r itu a l the ob ject changes, w h ile  its  
m eaning remains the same. I t  m ust substitu te  fo r the m issing phallus and register 
difference at the same tim e. B u t w ith  the h yb rid  object, the semblance o f the au thor­

ita tive  sym bol is retained w h ile  its  m eaning changes; tha t is, i t  comes to s ign ify  a 
certain process o f d istortion."*’  For instance, the Anne K le in  image gives the appear­
ance o f re ta in ing  some aspects o f male a u th o rity  associated w ith  the u n ifo rm  —  the 

m ode l’s absence o f jewelry, o f exposed body parts or exaggerated posture. B u t against 

the  im p o s in g  b a ckd ro p  o f  em b lazoned  m a s c u lin ity , th a t m e a n in g  fades. T he
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d is to rtio n  o f her sym bolic presence turns precisely on her absence o f rank. N o te  the 
C h ie f F irem an’s w h ite  cap; i t  becomes the key s ign ifie r o f  tha t order from  w h ich  she 
is excluded, s igna lling  her re tu rn  to the site o f sexual difference. Th is displacem ent is 

in  fact so severe tha t the ambivalence i t  generates overturns the significance o f her 
im age as a h y b rid  and becomes once again the fe tish  fo r w h ich  m eaning always 
remains the same.

W h a t M y Uniform  has in  com m on w ith  the bad g ir l  phenomena —  the film  
by design and the e xh ib itio n  by defau lt —  is the neutra liza tion  o f a social con flic t 
tha t threatens the im peratives o f heterosexuality and gender hierarchy. The clothes, 
gestures and ro le -p lay ing  th a t dom inate  the representation s im p ly  present a new 
configura tion  o f ph a llic  a ttribu tes, at once d isgu is ing  and re inscrib ing  the w om en’s 

lack. For the hypothetica l male fe tish is t, the scrip t m ig h t be: I f  wom en are equal to 

men, tha t is, no t castrated; thèn I  w i l l  be castrated. Yet I  can see she is d iffe ren t from  
the others, so I  am safe.

To some exten t, the demand fo r equa lity  by wom en in  the m ilita ry  may be 
regressive, p a rticu la rly  when i t  is presented as the “ r ig h t to  k i l l , ” b u t in  another way, 

i t  provides a seductive image o f em powerm ent. A fte r a ll, when Rhonda C ornum  dons 
the u n ifo rm , she does get i t  r ig h t. As George Sand said, “ to  avoid being noticed when 
dressed as a man, one m ust already be accustomed to avo id ing  notice when dressed as 
a w o m a n . T h e  desire to  id e n tify  w ith  the masculine im ago is inc ited  by the th r i l l  
o f  passing. B u t the  p o rtra y a l o f  C o rn u m  as a h y b r id  c o m b in a tio n  o f  g u n g -h o  
m ilita r is m  and m otherhood is also an occasion fo r ambivalence and, perhaps, another 
scene o f  d isavow a l. For the  h y p o th e tic a l fem ale  fe t is h is t the  s c r ip t m ig h t  be: 

I f  wom en are not equal to  men, tha t is castrated, then I  am castrated. Yet, I  can see 

she is not like  o ther wom en, so I  am safe.
For the wom an, d isp lay provides a fo rm  o f p ro tection  against her social subord i­

nation, b u t i t  is also prob lem atic . In  the case o f display, no t only, as Lacan says, on the 
part o f the male an im al, b u t also the “ female an im a l,” en tering  the play o f com bat 
means covering her vu ln e ra b ility  w ith  a pecu liar psychic armor, one tha t separates 
her, fina lly, from  other wom en. W h ile  a certain fo rm  o f precocious fe m in in ity  has 
been exorcised, and I  w o u ld  n o t w a n t to  re -va lo rize  i t  here, w om en m ay have 
overidentified w ith  the k in d  o f agency ascribed to  men. In  effect, the in te rna liza tion  
o f tha t ideal has supported the unconscious a lignm en t o f the fem in ine  w ith  deroga­
tio n  and ab jection . In  the h is to rica l perspective o f sexual p o lit ic s , Joan R iv ie re ’s 

in flu e n tia l observation o f the w om an’s crisis has been reversed."*^ N o w  i t  seems tha t 
“ manliness” is her defence, and on her narcissistic shield, the icons o f hysterics have 
been painted over w ith  the emblems o f the master. To address tha t c r it ic a lly  w ou ld  
mean acknow ledg ing  th a t one o f fe m in ism ’s m onum enta l paradigm s, the masquer­

ade, has shifted.
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Charles O lson ’s pœm “ The Distances” contains the lines, “ O  love who places a ll 
where each is, as they are, fo r every m om ent/ y ie ld / to  th is  m an/ tha t the im possible 
distance/ be healed” (O lson 1966: 222). Perhaps because he was, o f a ll the Am erican 

modernists, the one who most p ro found ly  understood the æsthetic o f the typew rite r, 
O lson overlooked the m o d a lity  o f love in  w h ich  th is  w onderfu l feat, and more, can 
be enacted. Perhaps because, geographically insp ired, being was fo r h im  the very idea 
o f place, the space o f becom ing tha t is sound was remote from  h im , and th is  despite 
the famous m agn itude o f his ow n voice. T hough  I ' l l  no t re tu rn  to  th is  m etaphoric 
s tru c tu re , s t i l l  the  p r in c ip le  o f  sound as a m ode o f love, and one th a t soothes 
and b lurs the metaphysical b u t s t i l l  agoniz ing separations o f being, underpins the 
exp lora tion  th a t fo llows.

Q u i e t , P l e a s e !

You cou ld , o f  course, beg in  w ith  a sociology o f  q u ie t in  the art ga lle ry  and 
museum. A nd , especially in  th is  company, i t  is im possible not to  commence w ith  the 
hegemony o f the visual. B u t I  w ant to  make m y firs t step the silence o f the art object. 
In  a certa in , s t i l l  im p o rta n t, s t i l l  persuasive m odern is t æ sthetic, the p a in tin g  or 

scu lp ture achieves its  apogee as art not in  its  m a te ria lity  as pa in t, stone, b u t in  the 
p u r ity  o f  perception i t  engenders or makes possible: the rem aking  o f v is ion  in  a new, 
and in  some sense a redeemed mode. Such an æ sthetic fires the  concept o f  the 
“ æsthetic em o tion ,” a he igh ten ing  o f perception tha t acts as bo th  necessary cause and 
u ltim a te  reason o f the a rtw o rk  in  C live  B e ll or in  Ezra Pound. In  d iffe ren t ways, a 
s im ila r and equally in v e ig lin g  æsthetic, traversed by exis ten tia l C a tho lic ism , in form s 

the m ajor realist film -theo re tica l works o f Bazin (1967; 1971; 1973; 1991). A b o u t 
the m ak ing  o f a rt and its  jus t appreciation there wells a c la rity  o f  perception w h ich  is 
u ltim a te ly  redem ptive, no less o f the soul than o f reality. In  th is  perspective, the 
a llu re  o f a rt is ind is tingu ishab le  from  its  dem ateria liza tion , an appreciation not, as in  
Greenberg’s best w r it in g , o f its  physica lity , b u t precisely o f th a t “ s ign ifican t fo rm ,” in  

B e ll’s phrase, tha t transcends the m a tte r by w h ich  i t  is conveyed. The d iff ic u lty  o f 
th a t step beyond m a te ria lity  by w h ich  m a te ria lity  is to  be remade is the them e o f the 
last drafts and fragm ents o f The Cantos, as i t  is, I  have heard said, o f  Beethoven’s last 
quartets. The same thesis, in  a more h u m drum  way, underlies the theory th a t the 
s tudy o f lite ra tu re  should be the study o f “ tex ts ,” o f  th a t w h ich  persists, despite 
p h ilo lo g ica l and in te rp re ta tive  differences in , say, the B ib le  w h ich , even across trans­

lations, is Sacred W r it .
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A  D i g r e s s i o n  H u r r y i n g  B a c k  t o  t h e  M a i n  T h e m e

I  w ant to  say tha t in  th is  ta lk , the w ord “ te x t” refers to  the choice o f w r it in g  as a 

m ed ium , as when we d is tingu ish  between image and text. For a w rite r, w hat has been 
so illu m in a t in g  about V ic to r B u rg in ’s w o rk  is the sudden in te lligence  o f po rtray ing  
le tte r as image: som eth ing  as tang ib le , and physica l, as p ro fo u n d ly  v isua l as the 
image, bo th  like  and u n like  the ca llig raph ic  pa in tings  o f the W elsh poet D av id  Jones. 
Text is a visual m ed ium : b u t we have to learn to see i t  visually, against the gra in  o f an 
education system w h ich  not on ly  separates text and voice, b u t dematerializes text 
itse lf, and demotes the histories o f orthography, p r in tin g , typefaces, paper and b in d ­

in g  to  th e  u n s c ru b b e d  c e l la r  o f  a n t iq u a r ia n is m . H a v in g  so w in n o w e d  
out s ign ifican t fo rm  from  the chaff o f  books and words, p ig m e n t, wood, stone, i t  is 
possible to  commence tha t long, eerie slide in to  a ghostly  separation o f content and 
fo rm , fo rm  and reference, the ideal o f the message and the m ateria l o f  the real. Hence, 
o f  course, p ro d u c in g , in  the d iv is io n  o f the m undane from  the m enta l, the very 
prob lem  w h ich  the æsthetic em otion  exists to  overcome.

T h is , then, is a place to  start: the silence o f the tra d itio n a l a rtw o rk  is no t on ly  a 
p roduct o f the cen tra lity  o f v is ion, b u t has to do w ith  the dem aterialized appreciation 
o f i t  w h ich , fro m  K a n tia n  d is in te res t to  p o s ts truc tu ra l im m a te ria lism , bestrides 
æsthetic education. There is a sense in  w h ich  music its e lf has undergone the same 
silencing, in  the endeavour to capture in  the p u r ity  o f  pa tte rn  in , say, Bach’s A r t  o f the 

Fugue, an extra-sensuous a lg o rith m ic  p u r ity  to  transcend the sm uttiness o f the mere 
v ib ra tions o f a ir and ear. A  m o v in g ly  honest presentation o f th is  approach appears in  
Steven H o lzm an ’s D ig ita l Mantras, in  w h ich  he discusses the æsthetics behind his 
developm ent o f  a lgo rithm s a llow ing  h im  to program  a com puter to  produce music 
en tire ly  in  the style o f  such systemic composers as Schonberg and W ebern.

P ursuing th is  line  o f research, he arrived, by 1994, at the p roduction  o f music 
generated d ire c tly  from  machine code, the basal language o f w h ich  p rog ram m ing  
codes and hum an-com puter interfaces are epiphenom enal expressions. Tracing the 
o rig ins  o f th is  a lg o rith m ic  approach to the tw elve-tone row, b u t also to K a n d in sky ’s 
a rt and theory, Chomskyan universal gram m ars and research in to  a rtif ic ia l in te l l i ­
gence, he argues tha t “ V isual art, m usic, m athem atics, m antra, numbers and fo rm  are 
a ll investigations o f structure. They may a im  to  discover structures tha t reflect the 
fundam ental structures o f the cosmos. B u t there may also be a m ystica l purpose, such 
as the objective o f a tta in in g  a h igher state o f consciousness th rough  th is  process o f 

discovery” (H o lzm an 1994: 290). H o lzm an here expresses a great deal more than the 
fa m ilia r , easy s p ir itu a lis m  o f  co m p u te r nerds. U nem barrassed by the  veneer o f  
em p iric ism  tha t covers the hum anities, he cheerfu lly unearths the au thoria l positions
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o f the founders o f m odern m usic and abstract art —  there really is room fo r more 
scholarship on the seminal role o f R u d o lf Steiner in  European m odernism .

H o lz m a n ’s tu rn  to  a lg o r ith m ic  fu n c t io n s  in  c o m p u t in g  is m ore  th a n  a 
G reenbergian self-re flexive inves tiga tion  o f the m ed ium . T h a t k in d  o f w o rk  does 
exist, in  the m athem atica lly  evolved images o f K a rl Simms at T h in k in g  Machines, 
and in  W ill ia m  Latham ’s v ir tu a l sculptures at IB M  U K . H is  m ethod is more lik e  tha t 

o f the hypercube: a search, through structure, fo r a d im ens iona lity  w h ich  exists on ly  as 
a fu n c tio n  o f structure. In  the hypercube, the fo u rth  d im ension can be inferred from  
the three-dim ensional m odel here sketched as a tw o-d im ensiona l la ttice  from  w h ich  
the th ird  can be extrapolated. I t  is peculiar to  th is  research th a t he takes not “ mean­
in g fu l,” fron t-end  behaviour, b u t such occluded activ ities  as self-d iagnostic runs, as 
source-code fo r his new aural art. Here the machine is at its  most autonomous from  
hum an purposes and hum an logics, a systems structure at its  m ost discrete. As such, 
i t  cou ld  as easily be expressed in  a line-scanned im age as in  sound, save th a t its  
tem po ra lity  maps more isom orph ica lly  onto the dura tiona l structures o f music.

B u t desp ite  h is  p ro te s ta tio n s  to  the  co n tra ry , H o lz m a n ’s s o lu tio n  to  the  
expression/structure re la tion  rematerializes the w o rk  o f music. M ainstream  in fo rm a­

tio n  theory, curiously enough fo r so ostensibly scientific  and m a te ria lis t an approach, 

denies the m ed ium  any more than a “ b lack box” role in  com m unications, where the 
key roles are played by sender, message and receiver. H o lzm a n ’s re w ritin g  o f machine 
code in to  soundscapes renders back to the machine m ed ium  the autonom y o f its  own 
m a te ria lity , leaving structure to be inferred as a herm eneutic act perform ed by the 
lis tene r w hen con fron ted  w ith  an a lm ost in a u d ib ly  s w ift c la tte r. To select note / 
no t-no te  as the aud ito ry  expression o f the opening and closing o f e lectronic log ic  

gates, w h ile  i t  derives from  standard in d u s try  practice, is s ign ifican tly  d iffe ren t from  
its  expression as ones and zeros, or illu m in a te d  and darkened pixels. I t  possesses the 
m a te r ia lity  o f  the a rb itra ry , o f  th is  p a rticu la r sound ra ther than tha t. T hough  i t  
begins in  a log ic  o f dem ateria liza tion , i t  returns to  one o f m atter, and one w h ich , fo r 

a ll its  a lien sonorities, in tim ates a genuine ly dem ocratic interface between machine 
and hum an sensoria.

I  w ou ld  lik e  th is  exposition  to  figure as an exem plar o f  the way in  w h ich  a 
deconstructive log ic  o f  ideal fo rm  is its e lf auto-deconstructive. The silence o f the 
visual a rtw o rk  is no t an inherent q u a lity  o f  v isua lity , b u t a fu n c tio n  o f its  co n s titu tio n  

as message, jus t as the silence o f m usic arises from  lis ten ing  to m elody ra ther than 
ins trum en ta tion . Greenberg’s great achievement was to g ive some m a tte r back to  art, 
and thereby to  g ive a k in d  o f autonom y to the v iewer as m uch as to the w ork : bo th  
Stockhausen and Cage, in  very d iffe re n t ways, have s trugg led  to  render back to 
m usic, th ro u g h  new modes o f  lis te n in g  and new s tru c tu ra l p rin c ip le s , a sense o f
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sound’s m ateria lity . T ha t same step, by renew ing the confron ta tion  o f aud ito r and 
v ib ra tio n , gives to the act o f lis ten ing  a m a te ria lity  w h ich  i t  had lost.

C hris tian  M etz iden tified  the issue in  an essay o rig in a lly  pub lished in  1975, in  
w h ich  he argues tha t

i f  I  have d is tin c tly  and consciously heard a “ la p p in g ” or a “ w h is t lin g ,”
I  o n ly  have the  fe e lin g  o f  a f irs t id e n tif ic a t io n , o f  a s t i l l  in co m p le te  
recognition. T h is  impression disappears on ly when I  recognize tha t i t  was 

the lapp ing  o f a river, or the w h is tlin g  o f the w ind  in  the trees', in  s [h }o rt, the 
recogn ition  o f a sound leads d ire c tly  to the question: “A  sound o f w hat?” 
(M etz 1980: 25).

The paradox is resolvable w ith  the aid o f a sem iotic deus ex-machina, sound’s 
m etacoding in  language, a pos ition  w h ich  has the great benefit o f  lend ing  sound 
pe rcep tion  a soc ia lly  cons truc ted  d im ens ion . H e a rin g  is fa r fro m  pure ; and, as 
M etz concludes:

W e find  ourselves qu ite  far, you could say, from  the “ adverse spectacle” 
o f subject and object, from  the cosmological as w e ll as ex istentia l (or at 
least transcendental) “ there is” in  w h ich  phenom enology wanted to place 
our presence in  objects, and the presence o f objects in  us. I  am not so sure, 
or else th is  “ d istance” is on ly  a long certa in  axes, and dœs not im p ly  a 
com plete rup tu re  o f the horizon (Ib id : 31-32).

There is a pressure, in  lis te n in g , no t to  hear the sound b u t the name o f the 

sound, to in fe r from  i t  its  source, or to  im p u te  to i t  a certain semantic func tion , b u t 
no t to  hear w hat i t  is in  itse lf, save on ly  in  a p re lim in a ry  m om ent o f hearing, after 
w h ich  we can id e n tify  w hat is m aking  the sound and say to  ourselves, “ N o w  I  under­
stand,” by d isp lacing the act o f  hearing onto the act o f  sound p roduction . Such an 
operation is in tim a te ly  im brica ted  in  the structure  o f being, bo th  illu m in a te d  and 

fostered by phenomenology, as the opposition  between subject and object. For M etz, 

th is  rem ains a socio log ica l phenom enon w h ich , nonetheless, has the  status o f a 
datum , and has yet to escape the parameters o f id e n tity  th in k in g .

In  his Tra ité  des objets musicaux, the composer P ierre Schaeffer argues fo r the 
autonom y o f a phase o f hearing p r io r even to  M e tz ’s “ firs t id e n tifica tio n ,” a “ reduced 
lis te n in g ” w h ich  avoids bo th  a causal d e fin itio n  and affectual/sem antic descrip tion  by 
focus ing  on the  acoustic q u a lit ie s  o f  the sound in  itse lf. In  his com m enta ry  on 
Schaeffer, M iche l C h ion  explains tha t “ Perception is no t a pure ly  in d iv id u a l phenom ­
enon ... i t  is in  th is  o b je c tiv ity -b o rn -o f-in te r-su b je c tiv ity  th a t reduced lis ten ing , as 
Schaeffer defined i t ,  should be situa ted” (C hion 1994: 29). W h a t you lis ten ou t fo r in  
reduced lis ten ing  is precisely w hat is shared: w hat anyone can hear, qu ite  apart from  
th e ir  in te rp re ta tions. T h is  p ro fo u n d ly  unna tu ra l mode o f lis te n in g  gives rise to  a
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d is tin c tive  sharpening o f the aural sensorium, and one w h ich , in  Schaeffer’s typology, 

evolves a sp e c ifica lly  s c u lp tu ra l vocabu la ry  o f  te x tu re s , masses and ve lo c itie s . 
Moreover, dependent as i t  is in  practice on hearing exactly the same sound in  exactly 
the  same acoustic e n v iro n m e n t, i t  is p a rt ic u la r ly  app licab le  to  recorded sound, 
though  clearly a tra ined ear —  O liv ie r Messiæn’s annotations o f b ird  song come to 
m ind  —  w i l l  be able to  respond to  the most ephemeral o f  env ironm enta l sounds. 
A nd  fina lly, its  Greenbergian a tten tion  to the fabric o f  the m ed ium , the th in g  itse lf, 
ra ther than in ferred ideas about its  m ak ing  or its  reception, allows us —  at last —  to 
tu rn  from  the causes o f silence towards w hat a sound ob ject m ig h t be, and w hat 
sound artists have to  offer the u top ian ism  o f accelerated m odern ity. N o t least among 
these qua lities w il l  be the id e n tifica tio n  o f w hat can be shared in  the perception o f 
sound as mass, texture, velocity.

S o n i c  A r c h i t e c t u r e  v e r s u s  t h e  C a r t e s i a n  H e a d s e t

M icro rhy thm s and m icro tona lities , even nanorhythm s, nanotonalities, charac­
terize some o f the most acousmatic o f contem porary musics, as in  th is  near-random 
selection from  an otherw ise unexcerptable in te rv iew  w ith  Stockhausen, describ ing 

the Aries section o f his enormous w o rk  Sirius.
In  the end one doesn’t  take in  any th ing  except a single sound o f a certain 
density, s im ila r to a m u rm u rin g . By fo llo w in g  the opposite tendency, on 

the o ther hand, tha t o f a gradual ra llentando, the melodies take on fo rm  
again, the sounds gradua lly  become clearer. The m elod ic o u tlin e  is set ou t 
clearly w ith  its  rhythm s, its  sound-frequencies and its  in te rva llic  content.
A t  th is  p o in t begins the red im ensiona liz ing  o f the sounds, w h ich  contract 

and shrink . The m elody becomes condensed and compressed, as i f  a g ian t 
was reduced to  the size o f a dwarf. You re tu rn  again to the perception o f no 
more than a un ique, so lita ry sound, w h ile  the rh y th m  proceeds on its  way, 
a tenacious surv ivor locked up in  a single line  (Tannenbaum 1987: 53). 
Stockhausen goes on to  describe s im ila r processes occurring  w ith  the rh y th m  

and its  progressive a n n ih ila tio n , after w h ich  no th in g  is le ft b u t pure tim b re , from  

w h ich  the w o rk  is reconstructed. In  o ther pieces, he has taken live  samples o f radio 
transmissions and disassembled them  in to  m usical spaces. One d im ension at least 
o f  th is  w o rk  is to  unpack the narrowness o f tha t ins trum en ta l lis ten ing  w h ich  s t i l l  

dom inates W estern aural art. I t  is as if ,  in  order to  taste sweetness, we w ou ld  have to 
understand the p o lit ic a l economy and b iochem istry  o f  sugar. Stockhausen asserts the 

bru te  fact o f sound as aural perception. As m usician, he is concerned w ith  the m aking  
o f sound, w ith  the m ateria l practice o f m ak ing , b u t is happy to  locate th e ir o rig ins  in
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the aleatic, or in  the discrete log ic  o f sound com position, freed o f reference to  melody, 
harm ony, coun te rpo in t or the tra d it io n a l goals o f m usic m aking . L ike  H o lzm a n ’s 
autonomous machines, Stockhausen’s autonomous sounds are explorable because they 
are both o f and not o f the hum an w orld .

Because, after a ll, we do not, and i t  is im possible to , d is tingu ish  between the 
v ib ra tio n  o f the air, the v ib ra tio n  o f the eardrum  and the bones (the feet, are sensitive 

receptors, especially o f  bass notes, the collarbone o f more airborne sounds), and the 
neurobio logical events w h ich , in  consort, provide us w ith  the m enta l event o f sound 
percep tion : because these b iophys ica l events b rook  no boundaries, sound events 
permeate a space w ith o u t respect to  the sacrosanctity o f the epiderm is in  W estern 
philosophy. Moreover, jus t as the eye is a source o f l ig h t  (c f  Crary 1988; Brakhage 
1 9 6 3 ), b u t far more so, the body is a source o f sound: pound ing  o f the pulse, whoosh­
in g  o f the b loodstream , the h ig h  w h ine  o f  the cen tra l nervous system, a source 
exp lo ited to  the m axim um  in  S te lla te ’s performances. In  th is  sense, then, there is no 
p o s s ib ility  o f absolute silence. N o r  is i t  possible to d is tin g u ish  the d iscre tion  o f 
sound source from  sound perception . A n d  fina lly , w ha t is o f  in te rest to  reduced 
lis te n in g , to  recapitu la te  C h io n ’s p o in t, is w hat is ne ithe r ra tio n a lly  decipherable 
about its  o r ig in , nor w hat is socially constructed, as m eaning or affect, as “ in d iv id ­
ua l,” b u t w hat remains o f a sound stripped dow n to  w hat is shared in  any perception 
o f i t .  In  th is  sense, the practice orients us towards a physio log ica l so lida rity  o f hearing 
p r io r to  the socia lity o f nam ing as metacode, or affective response as sociological.

Stockhausen’s practice fu rth e r introduces, th rough  its  m an ipu la tions o f recorded 
sound, the  inscap ing  o f sound events in  reduced lis te n in g , revea ling  th a t even 

the im aginable  p u r ity  o f the event as a m om ent o f being is a p roduct o f com plex 
in te rac tions  and f lu id  becom ings. Sound, u n lik e  images, cannot be im ag ined  as 
“ s t i l l ” (and I  am unsure o f the stillness even o f photographs): i t  is tem pora l, and as 
R ick  A ltm a n  po in ts ou t, even in  recorded fo rm , unstable: “ N o t on ly  do I  hear the 
fabulous acoustics o f the Cleveland Orchestra’s home concert ha ll, b u t at the same 
tim e  I  have to  p u t up w ith  the less than ideal acoustics o f m y own l iv in g  room . Every 
sound I  hear is thus double, m arked both  by the specific circumstances o f recording 
a n d h y  the pa rticu la rities  o f the reproduction  s itu a tio n ” (A ltm a n  1992: 27). A ltm a n  
is generally careful to  avoid, despite the s lip  over “ ideal acoustics,” any suggestion 
th a t w h a t we have here is d is to r t io n .  T he re  is no d e v ia tio n  fro m  some idea l 
sound event, w h ich  could exist on ly  in  the dem aterialized w o rld  o f im ag inary  sounds 
w h ich , w h ile  satisfactory in  ce rta in  th o u g h t experim ents, has the great d e m e rit 
o f not existing.

Perhaps the on ly  aural scape w h ich  approaches the p u r ity  o f  the ideal is p ro v id ­
ed by headphones. There is an i llu m in a t in g  anecdote to te ll here, concerning a m ajor
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retrospective o f European video insta lla tions in  Cologne a few years ago. A  curatoria l 
prob lem  w ith  having more than one or tw o insta lla tions in  a show is tha t th e ir sound 
spaces tend to  overlap, p roduc ing  an unmanageable cacophony in  the trans ition  zones 

between them . The organizers’ so lu tion  was to  equip  v is ito rs w ith  in fra -red  activated 

headsets, w h ich  w ou ld  p ick  up the sound from  a g iven ins ta lla tion  as you walked in to  
range o f its  m in ia tu re  transm itte r. I t  was not just the abruptness o f the trans ition  
w h ich  offended some o f the e x h ib it in g  artists, b u t the transla tion o f an arch itectura l 
in to  a p u n c tu a l space. T ra n sm itte d  th ro u g h  a ir, sound occupies and creates an 
environm ent: transm itted  d ire c tly  to  the ear, w ith  whatever p u r ity  o f reproduction , 

th a t space is reduced to an o p tim a l (and im ag inary) p o in t m idw ay between the ears: 
the Cartesian image o f a central con tro l p o in t in  the bra in  in  w h ich , h ierarchically, a ll 
perceptions a tta in  consciousness (cf. D ennett 1991: 104-111 and passim).

Such a C artesian soundscape, co n s tru c te d  as a te ch n o lo g y  in  w h ic h  aura l 
perspective is focussed around an im ag ined  cen tra l p o in t o f  the b ra in , no t o n ly  
re tu rns  us to  a res idua l dua lism  o f  m in d  over sensorium , n o t o n ly  reduces the 
experience o f sound from  a b o d ily  to  a pu re ly  auricu la r event, b u t also remodels the 
sound space as ind iv idua ted . I f  A ltm a n  is correct, each act o f lis ten ing  is dependent 

on the im m edia te  acoustic environm ent, and susceptible to m inuscu le  changes in  the 
sound-absorbing qua lities o f h u m id ity , bodies, fabrics and the sym pathetic v ib ra tions 

and echœs o f fu rn itu re  and decor. So every p layback event is un ique, open to  the 
serendip ity o f  an environm ent inhabited  by changing acoustics and add itiona l sound 
sources. To move th rough  the acoustic environm ent o f a video in s ta lla tion  is then to 
a lte r i t .  The Cartesian headset, in  its  p u rsu it o f an im ag ined id e a lity  o f  reproduction , 
deprives the aud ito r o f  the fundam enta l socia lity o f  sound, less here scu lp tu ra l, and to 
do w ith  the  m a k in g  o f  space, than a rch ite c tu ra l, and engaged in  in h a b it in g  it .  
Recorded sound is then, to coin Le C orbusier’s phrase, a machine fo r l iv in g  in .

N o i s e s  O f f

Sound media then may be addressed as physical and social: i t  m ust be approach­
in g  tru is m  to  add th a t they are tem pora l. Sounds, even the  s lig h te s t and m ost 
m in u te ly  perceived, occupy tim e  by d in t  o f  th e ir  existence as v ib ra tio n . In  some 
un im ag inab ly  s t i l l  n ig h t, w indless and waveless, a p in  drops in to  soft m ud: a t in y  
p lop  in  the w e ll o f silence. B u t w hat you experience here is no t jus t the sound, and 
the tim e  o f its  perception, b u t the tim e  i t  takes a sound to cover the space between 
you and i t ,  and in  the a fte rm ath  o f perception, as silence reforms its e lf about i t ,  and 
you w a it fo r a re p e tit io n  or con tinua tion , a th ird  tim e . These tim es ( I  th in k  there are 
others) constitu te  a fo rm  o f distance, a te rm  I  use to  suggest the c o m m in g lin g  o f tim e  
and space. The tim es o f sound are also the elements o f its  geography.
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R ecording functions as a messenger: we experience in  i t  simultaneous p ro x im ity  
and removal. W e can speak o f such sounds as d is tan t: in  them  space is experienced as 
dura tion . I t  is a q u a lity  exp lo ited in  the messenger func tion  in  A ris to te lian  drama, 
and in  the construction o f aud ito ry  off-screen space in  cinema, when a sound is used 
to connect scenes d is tan t from  one another in  tim e  and space: I ’m  th in k in g  o f the 
gunshot tha t rings ou t on the soundtrack as Denzel W ash ing ton and Spike Lee play 
at cops and robbers in  the woods in  Tom Fleischm an’s sound design fo r Malcolm X  
(Spike Lee, 1992). These are mom ents in  w h ich  aural and visual are separated from  
one another by a causality w h ich , however, binds them  back together over another 
space, th a t o f  the  a u d ito r iu m . In  such m om en ts , sound becomes m ost t r u ly  a 
m ed ium , a distance in te rven ing  between an event and its  perception, and as such 

th row s its e lf  open to  s ty le , the enemy, in  C octeau’s bon mot, o f  jo u rn a lism , the 
discourse o f tru th . Here, in  in fo rm a tion  terms, sound becomes noise.

B u t then i t  is in  the nature o f sound, w hether i t  is conveying in fo rm a tio n  about 
a w o rld  already know n, acting as the vehicle fo r pa tte rn  and structure  independent o f 
its  voicings, or m erely d oub ling  up the preexisting certainties o f a verbal metacode, 
to  be redundant. T ha t is precisely w hat allows the p o ss ib ility  o f sound’s autonomy, 
b u t also tha t w h ich  returns i t  to  us as a hum an environm ent, and in  changing i t  from  
mere veh ic le  to  m ate ria l m e d ium , resituates i t  in  the distances between —  and 
w ith in  —  people. B o th  live  sound (same tim e , same space) and m ediated sound 
(d iffe ren t tim e  and/or d iffe ren t space) are transm itted , in  the sense o f the w o rd ’s La tin  
roo t: sent across even the in tim a te  space o f  the  sound o f one’s ow n voice heard 
th ro u g h  the bones and fibres o f  the  s k u ll. In  transm iss ion , sound is in te rn a lly  
d iffe ren tia ted  as spatio-tem pora l distance, w hether in  p roduction  or perception, by 
the central fact o f its  m ed ia tion . As so often in  m odern com m uncia tions, d is tr ib u tio n  
pre-occupies the space between makers and audiences. T h is  cen tra lity  o f m ed ia tion  
is w hat needs restoring to  in fo rm a tion  theory, b u t also to  the d isem bodying theses 
o f herm eneutic and sem iotic trad itions.

The obverse o f the absence o f ideal sound, then, is th a t a ll sound is always 
already d is to rted . The a d d itio n  (or supplem ent: cf. Doane 1980) o f  transm ission 
forever alters w hat i t  is to  speak. W e can no longer make a sound exclusively in  the 
present, o r “ here,” in  a single place. For us, in  a w o rld  after radio and record ing, 
sound is always already d is tan t, tem pora lly  and spatia lly  d is ju n c t from  the m etaphys­
ica l presence o f  the  voice to  the  self. T he  C artesian headset is the na rc iss is tic , 
a n ti-u to p ia n  response o f technicized sound to  th is  crisis o f  id e n tity , the “ Be here 
now ” o f a hype rind iv idua ted  su b je c tiv ity  upon w h ich  depend the system atization o f 
power and the S ta lin ism  o f the m arket economy. The question m ust then emerge: 
w hat m ig h t a u top ian  soundscape be like?
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V i r t u a l  G e o g r a p h y : N o  P l a c e  L i k e  H o m e

Sound in  the audiovisual m edia then creates d iege tic  spaces, b u t also forms 
a rch itec tu res  o f  social space in  the  p layback  scene, and a v ir tu a l geography o f 
transm ission th rough  tim e  and space, both  as record ing and as broadcast. To observe 
th a t sound has the capacity to  subvert the b ina ry  oppos ition  o f im age/sound is, 
however, m erely to catch up theore tica lly  w ith  w hat has been the case at least since 
D ic k  Lester’s Beatles film s  and Easy R ider (D enn is  H opper, 1969): th a t sound, 
increasingly in  neo-classical f ilm , belongs to  the a ffirm a tion  o f diegesis over narra­
tion . B u t to  celebrate th is  resistance aesthetic is to  d e lig h t in  the d iegetic strategies o f 
W arner Bros.’ relaunch o f Batm an as a ra ft o f consumer products. Resistance always 
p re su m e s th e  d o m in a n t  i t  seeks to  u n d e rm in e . N o n e th e le s s , th e  v i r t u a l  
geographies o f in fo ta in m e n t transnationals are suggestive o f certa in  p u lls  tow ard 

one k in d  o f fu tu re  —  or another.
C erta in ly, u top ian  soundscapes cannot be divorced from  the other senses: one 

th inks  here less o f the to ta lita r ian ism  o f A lb e rt Speer’s N u re m b u rg  or rock stadium  
lig h t shows, and more o f the sonic theatre o f Sun Ra, o f Iannis X enakis ’s architectures 
o f sound and lig h t, or the am bient m usic fo r a rch itectura l spaces developed d u rin g  
the 1970s by B rian  Eno. Perhaps D avid  Toop (1995) is r ig h t, and w hat d istinguishes 
the open structures o f these strategies from  the closures o f pom p and circumstance 
is th e ir  lack o f  reso lu tion , th e ir  a n tip a th y  to  the narra tive structures o f m e lod ic  
com position , and th e ir concern fo r constant in te rm esh ing  and f lu id ity . B u t more 
fundam enta l s t i l l  is the e lim in a tio n  fro m  such sensory arch itectures o f  an active 
p ic tu r in g  o f the fu ture. U top ia , as we rem ind ourselves so constantly, is “ no place,’’ 
and the fu tu re ’s one ove rrid ing  a ttr ib u te  is tha t i t  does not exist. B loch and A do rno ’s 
late in te rv iew  (B loch and A dorno , 1988) makes a firs t de fin ing  gesture: u top ian ism  as 
the hope fo r the fu tu re  m ust be free o f content. To define the fu tu re  is to  plan i t ,  to  
condemn i t  to  being a con tinua tion  o f the present; indeed, to  condemn i t  to  being. 
W h a t A lb e r t Speer and Jean -M iche l Jarre have in  com m on is a m app ing  o f the 
fu tu re , closing dow n possib ilities , assured tha t u top ia  w i l l  be lik e  today, on ly  more 
so. T h is  is enacted as con tro l over the sound environm ent, made possible by a com b i­
na tion  o f  massive a m p lif ica tio n  and w a ll-o f-sound  techniques th a t leave no space 
between notes or frequencies fo r a sociable in te rven tion . The p u rsu it, in  the stad ium , 
is fo r a m agical recovery o f liveness th rough  the star system: the assurance, over­
gua ran teed  by  a m p lif ic a t io n  and v id e o  screens, o f  th e  a c tu a l presence o f  an 
increasingly m ediated central figure. B u t lik e  the sham democracy o f p o lit ic a l party  

conventions, we are in v ite d  along no t to  collaborate b u t to  acclaim ; no t to orchestrate 
b u t to be orchestrated; no t to  jo in  in  the creation o f the fu tu re  b u t to  be here now.
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despite the crysta lline  c la rity  o f the log ic  o f spectacle —  tha t the here and the now 
are mediated out o f existence.

Rendered portable, stadium  rock functions as pure defence against the deprada- 
tio n  o f the audiosphere. A n  au tom ob ile  consumes an enormous p ro p o rtio n  o f its  
b lazing fossil fuels jus t to make an ug ly  and unnecessary d in : sound as byproduct, 
sound as p o llu ta n t, as an exercise in  power: stad ium  rock on the in-car stereo is a 
necessary defence against th is  devastation. A n n ih ila t in g  distance by tak ing  its  own 
soundscape w ith  i t ,  another Cartesian headset, the to u ris t soundw orld  o f the car is 
a narcissistic in v o lu tio n  o f in d iv id u a lism . N o t just anecological b u t anti-eco log ica l, 
i t  denies d ive rs ity  in  denying  the p o ss ib ility  o f  hearing a ny th ing  else. P rivatized 
no ise-m aking, at its  p innacle on the road, is no t jus t asocial b u t anti-socia l. Reduced 
to  pseudo-spectacle, the management o f personal audio space becomes the denial o f 
the present as m uch as o f the fu tu re ; condemns its e lf to  the inde fin ite  extension o f a 
m om ent tha t always began jus t a m om ent before.

U to p ia n  elem ents o f  the  e x is tin g  soundscape w o u ld  then  depend upon its  
negative re la tion  to tim e  and space, p la n n in g  and a d m in is tra tio n , cen tra liza tion , 
pseudo-democracy, the one-way flow s o f a c tu a lly -e x is tin g  g lo b a liza tio n , the Free 
M arke t and its  supposedly iron  laws. W h a t is to  be prized, as the cond ition  ou t o f 
w h ich  u top ia  m ig h t evolve, is the chaotic, the conv iv ia l, the open. I f  the u topian 
is always the negative o f w hat is, then i t  w i l l  be no t just socially constructed, bu t 
socially constructable, not m erely diverse b u t d ive rs ify ing . I t  is sound as a geography 

o f  th e  ra d ic a lly  d e m o c ra tic , ra d ic a lly  g lo b a l:  l ik e  H ild e g a rd  W e s te rk a m p ’s 
“ soundwalks,” in  w h ich  she records urban and wilderness soundscapes d irec t to  radio. 
“ M ost rad io ,” she notes,

engages in  relentless broadcasting, a u n id ire c tio n a l flo w  o f in fo rm a tio n  
and energy w h ich  contradicts the no tion  o f ecology. W h a t w ou ld  happen 
i f  we could tu rn  tha t around, and make radio lis ten  before im pos ing  its 

voice lik e  an alien in to  a new environm ent?... Can radio be such a place o f 
acceptance, a lis ten ing  presence, a place o f lis ten ing? Is i t  possible to create 
rad io  th a t lis te n s , th a t in  tu rn  encourages us to  lis te n  to , and hear, 
ourselves? (W esterkam p 1994: 94).

R a d i o  R e a l i s m  a n d  D i g i t a l  D r e a m s

N a tu re  is dead: at least in  the sense o f  a dom ain  definable over against the 
hum an and a rtif ic ia l. The hum an universe is decreasingly comprehensible as artifice  
and nature, hum an and natural. The crisis o f “ re a lity ” is no t a crisis o f  representation 
b u t a crisis in  the des truc tu ring  o f rea lity  as an opposition  between us and it .  W e are
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no longer then faced w ith  the o p p o rtu n ity  fo r a realism  based in  representation, 
because representation is founded in  the difference between hum an and natura l. 

Sound realism  in  p a rticu la r cannot emerge from  im ita t iv e  strategies. I f  a rt is to 
m a in ta in  its  Bazinian destiny o f revealing reality, i t  can no longer do so by preserving 
or recording the environm ent, b u t on ly  by designing it .  The new realist p rob lem atic  
then concerns not the ph ilosophy o f representation, b u t the ethics o f design. As the 
d isprized quadrant o f  the cu ltu ra l galaxy, sound has been freer than m ost to pursue its  
ow n logics, and fo r Jacques A tta li  tha t has g iven i t  the un ique pos ition  o f ru n n in g  
ahead o f  those o the r sem i-au tonom ous discourses th a t su rround  i t  —  ahead o f 
science, po lit ics , the economy (A tta li 1985: 133-148). In  th is  sense, as design, sound 
arts have acted to  p red ic t, to  exist as the past o f a fu tu re  w h ich  has yet to  become. 
Insofar as i t  approaches rea lism , then, sound’s referent is n o t-ye t ex istent: hence 
its  e p h e m e ra lity ; hence the  im p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  fre e ze -fra m in g  a sound, even in  
d ig ita l recording.

To try  to  im agine the fu tu re  o f sound is an endlessly negative task. W e ta lk  —  
I  ta lk  —  about sounds as i f  they were d iscrete e n titie s . I t  is an æ sthetic ju s tly  
c ritiqued  by Douglas Kahn:

The m ain avant-garde strategy in  m usic from  Russolo th rough  Cage qu ite  
e v id e n tly  re lie d  upon  n o tio n s  o f  noise and w o r ld ly  sound as “ e x tra ­
m usica l” ; w hat was outside m usical m a te ria lity  was then b rough t back in to  
the fo ld  in  o rder to  re juvenate m usica l p ractice . T h is  s tra tegy was, o f 
course, exhausted at the p o in t w hen no aud ib le  sound existed ou tside 
m usic. B u t fo r a sound to  be “ m us ica lized ” in  th is  strategy, i t  had to  
conform  m a te ria lly  to  ideas o f sonicity, tha t is, ideas o f a sound stripped o f 
its  associative a ttr ib u te s , a m in im a lly  coded sound e x is tin g  in  close 
p ro x im ity  to  “ pure” perception and d is tan t from  the co n tin u in g  effects o f 

the w orld  ( K ahn 1992: 3).
N o  doubt: K ahn singles ou t a process th rough  w h ich  the m usical avant-garde 

has appropriated the w o rld ly  fo r the m usical, th rough  a process in  w h ich  sounds are 
in t ia lly  separated from  one another and from  the w o rld , severed from  the s trugg le  
and the rapture o f the everyday, in  order to partake in  a pu rified , rarefied praxis o f 
pa tte rn ing  and ordering . I  th in k  i t  is possible to  argue contra', th a t to hear sounds in  
th is  way is to  mishear, to  hear as, b u t no t to  hear in  the sense o f reduced lis ten ing . Yet 

th is  descent in to  the aural as a d is junc t and to  tha t extent dem aterialized arena is no t 
essentially an æ stheticization o f the p o lit ic a l quo tid ian : i t  functions aesthetically as 
an-æsthetic, and p o lit ic a lly  as negation o f the p o lit ic a l, b u t more than th is , as a posi­

tive an tipa thy  to  the extant, a pre-echo o f the no t-ye t.
The escape from  the m undane achieved by a d isc ip line  o f reduced lis ten ing  frees 

sound from  the requirem ents o f m etacoding, w hether th a t be th rough  language or
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m usic. I t  frees sound too from  the fu n c tio n a l- in s tru m e n ta l demands o f sem antic 
lis ten ing . B u t i f  such lis ten ing  can learn from  m usic, i t  w i l l  be th rough  an under­

standing tha t no sound exists alone, b u t each is articu la ted  w ith  a ll o ther sounds, 
perhaps as bourgeois m usic, in  its  re vo lu tio n a ry  m om en t before the ossification 
o f Brahms, articu la ted  an equa lity  w h ich  w ou ld  be so tho rough ly  betrayed in  the 
hour at w h ich  i t  tu rned from  aspiration to celebration. The true revo lu tion  o f the 
tw en tie th  century ’s m usic came not from  Schdnberg or Cage b u t from  the gram o­
phone: from  a recording tha t im m ed ia te ly  doubled the am ount o f sound in  the w orld .

In  F riedrich  K it r ie r ’s analysis o f  the emergent m odern ity  o f 1900, “ the ersatx 
sensuality o f Poetry could be replaced, not by nature, b u t by technology. The gram o­
phone empties ou t words by bypassing th e ir im ag inary aspect (signifieds) fo r th e ir 
real aspects (the phys io logy o f the voice)” (K i t t le r  1990: 245-246). The bodiless 
“ sou l” o f R om antic ism  was rendered m ate ria l, and its  record ing  autonom ous and 
uncontro lled. M ost o f us rem ember the eerieness o f hearing our own voices recorded 
fo r the firs t tim e : the Edisonian im ag ina tion  o f the speaking soul is mocked by the 
strangeness o f your voice heard fo r the firs t t im e  th ro u g h  the a ir (the W iza rd  o f 
M en lo  Park, o f course, was seriously hearing-im paired). R ecording too allowed the 
speeding up and, even more s ign ifican tly , the s low ing dow n o f voices, the reduction 
o f articu la te  speech to  the th ro b b in g  o f the th roa t, an inscrip tion . The fa ilin g  o f th is 
avenue has la in  in  its  approx im ation  to w r it in g , jus t as its  achievement was to break 
the strang lehold  o f the book as sole repository o f  stored data. B u t its  destiny has 
la in  elsewhere, in  the d ig ita l record ing stud io  available fo r any desktop, in  w h ich  
the voice, once recorded, becomes the passive m atte r fo r an active transform ation. 
I t  is a k in d  o f therapy.

To take w hat is m ost in te rna l, the voice, the Russian bass described by Barthes 
—  a “ som ething w h ich  is d ire c tly  the cantor’s body, b rough t to your ears in  one and 
the same m ovem ent from  deep dow n in  the cavities, the muscles, the membranes, the 
cartilage... as though  a sing le  sk in  lined  the inner flesh o f the perform er and the 
music he sings” (Barthes 1977: 181-182) —  and to  lay i t  on the operating table fo r 
cosmetic surgery: th is  is an act o f sensuous terror, the more so as the cantor’s body and 
your ears share a single movem ent. The a rith m e tic  cod ing o f the voice —  or any 
sound —  gives i t  the status not o f  death, b u t o f a dead language, lik e  L a tin , defence­
less against every schoolboy’s scalpel. To add reverb, a ttack and sparkle; to  conform  
the singer to  the sung, and to the fashionable b rilliance ; to  op tim ize , and so to draw 
the voice in to  the m agnetic centre o f the ideal. O r: to  abandon the century-o ld  dream 
o f au then tic ity , and to  revel in  the artifice. In  e ither case, w hat i t  is to lis ten has to  be 

re though t, b u t perhaps not radically. There is the erotic o f lis ten ing , the ecstasy o f 
hearing the bubble  o f song in  the lung , and the more secret m ystic ism  o f hearing and
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repeatedly hearing the bu rs ting  bubble. A nd  there is the re la tion  one m ig h t enter 
in to  w ith  one’s own voice, treated, heightened, made available fo r such m in is tra tions. 

From vocal m usic we can learn the pe rm eab ility  o f bodies, the shared sk in  o f s ing ing  
and hearing. W h a t is at stake in  th is  ta lk in g  cure is not the Freudian, ind iv idua ted  
unconscious, b u t a social unconscious active ly produced in  the endlessness o f radio —  
“ R ad io ,” says Bachelard, “ m ust find  a way o f b r in g in g  ‘unconsciousnesses’ in to  com ­
m u n ica tio n ” (Bachelard 1993: 219) —  and recording. A fte r sound, w ith  the aid o f 
record ing, has moved its  camp in to  the m a te ria lity  o f  music, and in  so do ing  perhaps 
described a certain threshold at w h ich  we now stand, where hum an once stood over 
against machine, i t  remains fo r d ig ita l sound to  unpack the rem ain ing  fie ld  o f repre­
sentation. T ha t is the place in  w h ich  in d iv id u a l stands over against in d iv id u a l, the 
un im aginable , and no longer priva te , sonorous ecstasy o f the d isso lu tion  o f self.
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B A R T H E S ’ S D I S C R E T I O N

V i c t o r  B u r g i n

A rtis te  et auteur, V ic to r B u rg in  a pu b lié  Between (1986), Passages (1991), The End 
o f A r t  Theory: C riticism  and Postmodernity (H u m a n itie s  Press In t.,1 9 8 6 ) et a 
d ir ig é  la co llection  Thinking Photography (M acm illan , 1982). Son œuvre vidéo 

in titu lé e  Venise (1993) a été présentée pour la prem ière fois l ’an dern ier au 
M u se u m  o f  M o d e m  A r t  de N e w  Y o rk . Ses liv re s  à p a ra ître  son t ; 
In /D iffe re n t Spaces: Place and  Memory in  V isua l C u ltu re  (U n iv e rs ity  o f  
C a lifo rn ia  Press) et Some Cities (R eaktion  Books, London). V ic to r B u rg in  
enseigne la th é o rie  sé m io tiq u e  et p sych a n a ly tiq u e  de l ’im age  dans 
le cadre du  p ro g ra m m e  H is to ry  o f  Consciousness de l ’U n iv e rs ité  
de C a lifo rn ie  à Santa Cruz.

V ic to r  B u rg in  is an a r t is t and w r ite r . H is  academie books in c lu d e  
The End o f A r t  Theory: Criticism and Postmodernity (H um an ities  Press In t .,
1986) and the edited co llection  Thinking Photography (M acm illan , 1982).
H is  visual a rt books inc lude Between (1986) and Passages (1991)- H is  video 

Venise (1 9 9 3 ) p re m ie re d  at N e w  Y o rk ’s M useum  o f  M o d e rn  A r t  last 
year. H is  book In /D ifferent Spaces: Place and Memory in  Visual Culture w i l l  be 
pub lished  by the U n iv e rs ity  o f C a lifo rn ia  Press next year. H is  o the r new 
book. Some Cities, w i l l  be published by R eaktion Books, London. V ic to r B u rg in  
teaches s e m io tic  and p sych o a n a ly tic  th e o ry  o f  the  im age  in  the  H is to ry  o f  
Consciousness program  at the U n ive rs ity  o f C a lifo rn ia , Santa Cruz.
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F ilm  has fin a lly  attracted its own Muse. Her name is Insomnia.
H o llis  F ram pton ’
That which love worst endures, d iscretion.

John Donne^

In  La Paresse, Jean-Luc G odard ’s fifteen m in u te  co n tr ib u tio n  to  the f ilm  Sept 
péchés capitaux,^ Eddie C onstantine plays an actor in  B-m ovies w ho tu rns dow n an 
offer o f sex from  an am bitious young starlet. The reason he refuses, he te lls her, is tha t 
he cannot bear the th o u g h t o f  —  afterwards —  having to  get dressed a ll over again. 

In  a note on th is  short f ilm , A la in  Bergala observes: “ Eddie C onstantine m arvelously 
embodies tha t very special state g iven by an immense lassitude, an apparent in e rtia  
w h ich  is in  fact a state o f great porosity  to  the strangeness o f the w o rld , a m ix tu re  o f 
to rpor, o f  loss o f re a lity  and o f a somewhat h a lluc ina to ry  v iva c ity  o f sensations... 
Godard speaks to  us o f th is  very special way o f being in  the w o rld , on the edge o f 
s l e e p . T h a t  such a som nolently  receptive a ttitu d e  m ig h t be the basic co n d ition  o f 
a ll c in e m a tic  specta torsh ip  was firs t suggested in  a special issue o f the  jo u rn a l 
Communications devoted to “ Psychoanalysis and cinem a.” Published in  1975, the issue 
has five photogram s on its  cover —  arranged vertica lly , in  the m anner o f  a film -s tr ip . 
The top  and bo ttom  frames are bo th  from  the same film . The Cabinet o f Dr. C a ligari. 
They show the face o f the som nam bulist Cesare —  firs t w ith  eyes staring open, then 
w ith  eyes closed. To look q u ic k ly  from  one frame to the other produces a ru d im en ­
ta ry an im a tion  —  Cesare appears to  b lin k . The im age o f the cinem a audience as 

w ak ing  som nam bulists, b lin k in g  as they emerge from  the a u d ito riu m  in to  the l ig h t, 

may be found in  more than one o f the essays in  th is  issue o f Communications. C hris tian  

M etz, fo r example, w rites th a t “ spectators, on leaving, b ru ta lly  expelled from  the 
b lack in te r io r o f  the cinema in to  the v iv id  and u n k in d  l ig h t  o f  the lobby, sometimes 
have the bew ildered face... o f  people just w ak ing  up. Leaving the cinema is a b it  like  
g e tt in g  ou t o f  bed: not always easy...”  ̂M etz notes tha t the subject who has fa llen prey 
to the “ f i lm ic  state,” feels “ as i f  n um b” {engourdi). Roland Barthes describes his ow n 
feelings “O n  leaving the cinem a” *̂ in  m uch the same terms. H e feels “ a l i t t le  num b 
{engourdi), a l i t t le  aw kward, ch illy , in  b r ie f sleepy: he is sleepy, th a t’s w hat he th inks ; 
his body has become som ething soporific, soft, peaceful: l im p  as a sleeping cat.” ^

Barthes’s short essay o f 1975, “ En sortant du  ciném a,” may be read as a reprise o f 
his essay o f 1973, “ D id e ro t, B recht, E isenstein.” ® The them e o f “ representation” —  
defined as a s tructu re  w h ich  guarantees the im ag ina ry  capture o f a subject by an 
object —  is central to  bo th  essays, b u t is developed d iffe re n tly  in  each. The earlier 
essay po in ts  to  an irresolvable prob lem  in  any p o lit ic a lly  insp ired  a ttem p t to  free the 
specta tor fro m  the  grasp o f  the  spectacle from  w ith in  the spectacle itself. B arthes
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acknowledges tha t the “ tableau,” the “ epic scene,” the “ shot,” a ll w o rk  against narra­
tive  mimesis and iden tifica tion . F ram ing the m u te ly  eloquent “ social gest,” the tableau 
may produce the effect o f “ d is tanc ing ” {yerfremdun^. The spell is broken, the specta­
to r ’s eyes are opened —  b u t onto what? “ In  the long ru n ,” Barthes observes, “ i t  is the 
Law o f the Party w h ich  cuts ou t the epic scene, the f ilm ic  shot; i t  is th is  Law w h ich  
looks, frames, enunciates.”  ̂ I t  takes a “ fe tish is t sub ject,” Barthes w rites, to  “ cu t ou t 
the tableau” from  the diagesis. H e cites a leng thy passage from  D id e ro t’s defense o f 
the tableau, w h ich  concludes: “ A  p a in tin g  made up o f a large num ber o f figures 
th row n  at random on to the canvas... no more deserves to be called a true composition 
than scattered studies o f legs, nose and eyes... deserve to  be called a portra it or even a 
human figure." Barthes comm ents tha t i t  is th is  transcendental figure, “ w h ich  receives 
the fu l l  fe tish is tic  load.” '°  B u t D id e ro t’s un ifica tion  o f a “ body in  pieces” w ith in  the 
bounds o f a “ figu re ” m ig h t as w e ll be assim ilated to  Lacan’s account o f  the m irro r 
stage as to Freud’s account o f  fetish ism . In  his la ter paper, Barthes w rites: “ I  s tick  m y 
nose, to  the p o in t o f  squashing i t ,  to  the m irro r  o f  the screen, to  th is  im ag inary  
‘o ther’ w ith  w hom  I  narcissistically id e n tify  m yse lf.” "  To pass from  Barthes’s earlier 
paper to the la ter one is to watch a scene o f fe tish is tic  fascination cede prom inence to 
one o f narcissistic id e n tifica tio n  —  b u t as i f  in  a f ilm ic  cross-dissolve, where neither 
scene may yet be clearly d is tingu ished  from  the other. W h a t remains in  focus, in  both  
the 1 9 7 3  and the 1975 essay, is the question o f the autonom y o f the subject o f  c iv il 
soc ie ty  in  m ode rn , m e d ia -sa tu ra te d  dem ocracies. B u t whereas B a rth e s ’s essay 

“ D id e ro t, B recht, E isenstein” e x p lic it ly  takes up the question o f how  to  awaken the 
hypnotized subject o f th is  society o f  the spectacle, “ En sortant du ciném a” im p lic it ly  
raises the question  o f w he the r somnolence its e lf  may no t be the spectator’s best 
defence before the spectacle o f the Law.

As m uch as he may go to  the cinema to  see th is  or tha t m ovie, Barthes confesses, 
he also gœs fo r the darkness o f the au d ito riu m . The necessary p recond ition  fo r the 
p ro jection  o f a f ilm  is also “ the colour o f a d iffuse e ro tic ism .” Barthes remarks on the 
postures o f the spectators in  the darkness, often w ith  th e ir coats or legs draped over 
the seat in  fro n t o f them , th e ir bodies s lid in g  dow n in to  th e ir seats as i f  they were in  
bed. For Barthes, such a ttitudes  o f id le  “ a v a ila b ility ” represent w ha t he calls the 
“ m odern e ro tic ism ” pecu liar to  the b ig  city. H e notes how the l ig h t  from  the pro jec­
tor, in  p ie rc ing  the darkness, no t on ly  provides a keyhole fo r the spectator’s eye, b u t 
also tu rns  th a t same spectator in to  an object o f  specular fasc ina tion , as the beam 
“ illu m in a te s  —  from  the back, fro m  an angle —  a head o f ha ir, a face.” Jus t as 
M etz  speaks o f " l ’état film ique" o f  the spectator, so Barthes posits a fundam en ta l 

“situation de cinéma.”  B u t whereas M e tz  speaks o f  th is  to rp id ly  receptive state as 
produced by a v is it  to  the  cinem a, fo r Barthes i t  is a p re co n d itio n  o f the v is it .
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H e writes: “ The darkness o f the m ovie theatre is prefigured by the ‘ tw i l ig h t  reverie’ 
(p re lim ina ry  to  hypnosis, according to  Breuer-Freud) w h ich  precedes th is  darkness 
and leads the subject, from  street to  street, from  poster to poster, fina lly  to e n g u lf 
h im  in  a dark cube, anonymous, in d iffe re n t, where m ust be produced th is  festival o f 
affects we call a f i lrn .” '^ W h ile  w a tch ing  the f ilm , he w rites: “ I t  is necessary fo r me to 
be in  the story (the vraisemblable requires it) ,  b u t i t  is also necessary fo r me to be 
elsewhere', an im a g in a ry  s l ig h t ly  u n s tu ck  {décollé), th a t is w h a t, as a scrupu lous 
fe tish is t... I  requ ire  o f the film  and o f the s itu a tio n  where I  go to  look  fo r i t . ” '^ 
Barthes unsticks h im se lf from  the screen by a llo w in g  his a tten tion  to peel away, to 
“ take o ff,” to  “ get h ig h .” ''® H is  act o f ideological resistance —  fo r a ll tha t i t  proceeds 
fro m  an e th ic a l a t t i tu d e  —  takes th e  ro u te  o f  p leasure , ra th e r th a n  d e n ia l. 
He responds to the fe tish is tic  and ideo log ica lly  suspect visual pleasure o f narrative 
cinema not by resisting the perversion, b u t by do u b lin g  it .  Barthes suggests a c u ltu r­
a lly  d issident way o f go ing  to  the cinem a o ther than “ armed by the discourse o f 
counter-ideo logy” ; i t  is “ in  a llow ing  oneself to  be fascinated two times', by the image 
and by w hat surrounds i t ,  as i f  I  had tw o  bodies at the same tim e : a narcissistic body 
w h ich  looks, lost in  the close m irro r, and a perverse body, ready to fetishize, not the 
image, b u t precisely tha t w h ich  exceeds it :  the gra in  o f the sound, the theatre itse lf, 
the darkness, the obscure mass o f o ther bodies, the rays o f l ig h t ,  the entrance, the 
exit: in  b rie f, to  distance m yself, ‘u n s tick ,’ I  com plicate a ‘re la tion ’ by a ‘s itu a tio n .’ ” '^ 

W e leave the m ovie theatre, Barthes suggests, on ly  to reenter an other cinema, 
th a t o f  c iv il  society. H e w rites: “ The h is to rica l sub ject, lik e  the spectator in  the 
cinema I  am im a g in in g , is also stuck to ideological discourse... the Ideo log ica l w ou ld  

be at b o tto m  the Im a g in a ry  o f a tim e , the C inem a o f a society... i t  even has its  
photogram s: the stereotypes w ith  w h ich  i t  articulates its  discourse...” '^These remarks 
suggest the  question : “ W h a t re la tio n , i f  any, have the means by w h ich  Barthes 
‘unsticks ’ h im se lf from  the Im ag inary  in  the m ovie theatre to the s itua tion  o f the 
h is to rica l subject g lued to the Ideological in  society?” I t  m ig h t appear tha t Barthes 
“ d is tracts” h im se lf from  the film , by behaving in  the cinema m uch as he m ig h t when 
in  the street. In  its  early h istory, cinema was more often integrated in to  everyday 
urban flânerie  than i t  is today. For exam ple, in  a chapter a p p ro p ria te ly  e n tit le d  
“ S tree tw a lk ing  around P la to ’s Cave,” G iu liana  B runo has described the peripa te tic  
fo rm s o f  specta torsh ip  —  and th e ir  a tte n d a n t e ro tics —  th a t accom panied the 
in tro d u c tio n  o f cinema to Ita ly  in  the c losing years o f the n ineteenth century, most 
e x p lic it in  the practice o f p ro jec ting  film s in  the open-air o f N ap le ’s m ain shopping 
arcade.'^ O r again, we may recall the la te r practice o f A nd ré  B re ton  and Jacques 
Vaché, who w ou ld  v is it as many cinemas in  Nantes as they could w ith in  the space 
o f  a s ing le  a fte rnoon —  e n te r in g  and leav ing  w ith  no regard fo r any na rra tive
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developm ent o ther than tha t o f th e ir own dérive. Today, our everyday passage th rough  
the “ C inem a” outside the m ovie theatre takes us th rough  te levision, advertis ing and 
glossy magazines. These are the arts w h ich  are today appreciated —  lik e  architecture, 
in  B en jam in ’s descrip tion  —  “ in  a state o f d is tra c tio n .” However, the d is trac tion  
w h ich  typ ica lly  accompanies an evening’s te levision v iew ing  —  answering telephone 
ca lls , f ix in g  d r in k s ,  c h a t t in g ,  “ z a p p in g ,” f l ip p in g  th ro u g h  new spapers and 
magazines, and so on —  has no th in g  to do w ith  the distance Barthes finds in  the 
m ovie theatre. W hen w atch ing  te levision, Barthes remarks, anonym ity  is lost, the 
surrounding  bodies are too few. W orst o f  a ll, “ the darkness is erased,” and we are 
“condemned to  the Fam ily .” As a consequence o f a ll th is , “ the eroticism o f the place is 
foreclosed.” '*̂  In  an essay about a Paris dance-hall, Barthes w rites: “ I  a d m it to  being 
incapable o f in te resting  m yse lf in  the beauty o f a place, i f  there are no people in  it.. . 
and reciprocally, to  discover the in terest o f a face, a silhouette , an item  o f dress, to 
savour an encounter, I  need the place o f th is  discovery, also, to have its in terest and its 
s a v o u r .T h is  s im u ltane ity  o f fascination by bo th  people and place, he remarks later, 
am ounts  to  “ th a t w h ic h  one ca lls F e s tiva l, and w h ic h  is q u ite  d if fe re n t fro m  
D is tra c tio n .” ^" W e may recall tha t Barthes refers to the film , as a “ festival o f affects.” 
H e goes to  the cinema, he says, on ly  in  the evening. The c ity  at n ig h t is a form  
o f organization o f general darkness, and Barthes sees the darkness o f the cinema as a 
pa rticu la r form  o f organization o f the darkness o f the c ity  at large. The m ovie aud ito ­
r iu m , he says, condenses the “ m odern e ro tic ism ” o f the b ig  c ity. I t  is as i f  w hat 
Barthes calls “ the erotic ism  o f the place” were a m odern equivalent o f the e ighteenth- 
century genius loci, the “ genius o f the place.” L ike  the a ttendant S p ir it , the ero tic  
effect may be unpred ictab ly flee ting  in  its appearances. In  Le P la is ir du Texte, Barthes 
w rites: “ I t  is in te rm ittence , as psychoanalysis has so w e ll stated, w h ich  is erotic... the 
staging o f an appearance-disappearance.” ^' The erotic ism  tha t may accompany w hat 
Barthes calls “ the C inem a o f a society,” like  the “ dancing ray o f the p ro jec to r” o f 
w h ic h  he speaks, flicke rs . B aude la ire  chose p rec ise ly  th is  te rm  to  describe the  
pleasures o f  the crowded c ity  street, speaking o f “ the fl ic k e r in g  grace o f a ll the 
elements o f life .” ^̂  The photogram s o f Barthes’s biphasic C inem a —  his festival for 

tw o  bodies, narcissistic and perverse —  appear abrup tly , detaching themselves from  
the phenomenal f lu x  in  the m anner o f the fragment o f w h ich  he speaks in  Roland 
Barthes par Roland Barthes —  in , “ a yaw ning {bâillement) o f  desire. I f  desire “ yawns,” 
i t  may have more than a l i t t le  to  do w ith  the a lert to rp id ity  o f the som nam bulist, 
or o f someone on th e ir way home to  bed.

In  a passage in  “ Soirées de Paris,” Barthes recounts flic ke rin g  chance encounters 
du rin g  his w a lk  home at the end o f an evening spent in  cafés —  as i f  reversing the 
itinerary, “ from  street to  street, from  poster to  poster,” he describes as leading h im  to
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the cinema. In  the rue V avin  he crosses the path o f a beau tifu l and elegant young 
woman, who tra ils  behind her “ a delicate scent o f muguet.'’ O n  a co lum n in  the rue 
G uynem er he comes across a film  poster, w ith  the names o f tw o  actresses —  Jane 
B irk in  and Catherine Spaak —  p rin te d  in  huge letters (as if ,  Barthes remarks, the 
names alone were “ incontestable b a it” ). In  fro n t o f a house in  the rue de V augirard 
there  appears “ an a ttra c tiv e  s ilh o u e tte  o f  a boy.” '̂̂  The f i lm  poster c lea rly  may 
represent w ha t Barthes calls a “ pho tog ram ” o f the Ideo log ica l. A lo n g  w ith  o ther 
forms o f p u b lic ity , f i lm  posters m a in ly  show stereotypical ind iv idua ls  and objects, in  

stereotypical relations and situations. In  Mythologies, and subsequent texts, Barthes 

gave us the means to  dem ystify  and d ism antle  such “ rhe toric  o f the im age” in  terms 
o f counter-ideo log ica l analyses —  M arx ism , semiology. In  “ En sortant du  cinem a,” 
Barthes uses a Lacanian vocabulary. In  these terms, w hat constitu tes the Im ag inary 
exceeds w hat an o rd inary taxonom y o f objects o f da ily  use may classify as “ images.” 
The “ beau tifu l w om an” and the “ a ttractive  boy” not on ly  have th e ir counterparts in  
actual film  posters, they may serve as liv in g  photograms —  idéologèmes —  in  Barthes’ s 

C inem a o f society. In  “ En sortan t du c iném a,” Barthes asks, in  passing: “ D o  we 
n o t have a d u a l re la tio n  to  the  com m on  p lace {lieu  commun)', n a rc is s is tic  and 
maternalP^^The woman tra ils  behind her “ a scent o f muguet." In  France, by long tra d i­
tio n , sprigs o f muguet —  a sm all, w h ite , bell-shaped flow er —  are sold on the streets 
on the firs t day o f May. Small ch ild ren  —  raised in  th e ir m o the r’s shadow —  learn the 
d iv is ion  o f com m on tim e  th rough  such trad itions . T h is  wom an who casts the shadow 

o f tim e  its e lf m ig h t be assim ilated to  the m aternal side o f tha t “ dual re la tion ” w h ich  
B a rth e s  in v o k e s . T h e  “ a t t ra c t iv e  s i lh o u e t te ” o f  th e  b o y  —  w hose fu g i t iv e  
character e lic its  w hat Ben jam in  called “ love at last s ig h t” (p rom pted by Baudelaire’s 

verses A une passante) —  m ig h t be assim ilated to the other, narcissistic, side.
A no the r evening in  Paris, Barthes fo llow s a route w h ich  w i l l  eventually lead to 

the “ dark cube” o f  a m ovie theatre. H e  firs t v is its a gay bath house, then moves on to 
w hat seems to  be some sort o f b ro the l. Here, Barthes notes: “ A b o u t to leave is a beau­
t i fu l  Moroccan who w ou ld  rea lly lik e  to hook me {m’accrocher) and gives me a long 
look; he w il l  w a it in  the d in in g  room  u n t i l  I  come dow n again, seems disappointed 
tha t I  don ’t  take h im  r ig h t away (vague rendez-vous fo r the fo llo w in g  day). I  leave 
fee ling  l ig h t ,  phys ica lly  good....” ^̂  The image o f Barthes on the stair, exchanging 
glances w ith  the “ beau tifu l M oroccan,” rem inds me o f another image. Bergala’s note 

on La Paresse is pa rt o f a Godard film ography in  a special issue o f Cahiers du Cinéma. 
A  band o f photogram s runs h o rizon ta lly  along the bo ttom  o f each page o f the film o g ­
raphy —  less lik e  a film  s tr ip  than a com ic s tr ip , or photo roman. One o f the images 
is from  La  Paresse. Eddie  C onstantine  appears to  have ju s t descended a carpeted 
staircase, w h ich  w inds up and ou t o f  frame behind h im . H e is im m acu la te ly  dressed
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in  su it and tie , and is wearing a hat. H e is look ing  at the starlet —  who is standing 
close by h im , dressed on ly in  her underwear. Barthes traces B rech t’s idea o f the “ social 
gest” to  D id e ro t’s concept o f  tableau. The tableau has a h is to ry  p rio r to  D ide ro t. In  
the m id -s ix teen th  century. H um an is t scholars gave advice to painters in  w h ich  tw o 
ideas were essential: firs t, the pa in ter should dep ict hum an action in  its  m ora lly  most 
exemplary form s; secondly, as the “ h is to ry  pa in te r’’ could show on ly  a single m om ent 
from  a m ora l fable, then th a t m om en t should  be the peripateia —  the “ decisive 
m om ent” when a ll hangs in  the b a la n c e .T h e  images of, respectively, Barthes and 
Constantine on the stair, bo th  have som ething about them  o f a m o t if  w h ich  appears 
th roughou t the h is to ry  o f  W estern European p a in ting : “ Hercules at the Crossroads.” 
I  ask to be excused com m ent on w hat, to  a “ counter-ideo log ica l discourse,” is most 
obvious in  bo th  o f these m odern mis es-en-scènes o f choice —  the inequ itab le  d is tr ib u ­
t io n  o f m a te ria l a u th o r ity  across the lines o f, respective ly, race and gender. M y  
pa rticu la r in terest here is in  w hat th is  image condenses o f Bergala’s descrip tion  o f 
G odard ’s f ilm , and w hat, in  tu rn , th is  descrip tion condenses o f a ll o f w hat Barthes has 
to say about " la  situation de cinéma." The wom an in  the diagesis is m ak ing  a spectacle 
o f herself; in  French, one m ig h t say “e lk  fa i t  son cinéma." C onstantine on the stair, 

m uch like  Barthes on the stair, responds w ith , to  repeat Bergala’s words, “ an apparent 

in e rtia  w h ich  is in  fact a state o f  great po ros ity  to the strangeness o f the w o rld , 
a m ix tu re  o f  to rp o r, o f  loss o f re a lity  and o f  a som ew hat h a llu c in a to ry  v iv a c ity  
o f  sensations.”

The expression “hallucinatory v ivac ity ” may rem ind us o f Barthes’s description o f 
the photograph. The photograph, he says, represents “ an anthropologically new object,” 
in  th a t  i t  c o n s t i tu te s  “ a new  fo rm  o f  h a l lu c in a t io n :  fa lse  a t th e  le v e l o f  
perception, true at the level o f tim e .” ®̂ The film , on the other hand, is “ always the 
precise opposite  o f  an h a llu c in a tio n ; i t  is s im p ly  an i l l u s i o n . T h e  f i lm  “ can 
present the c u ltu ra l signs o f madness, [b u t ]  is never mad by n a t u r e . T o  the  
contrary, the pho tog raph  is an a u th e n tica lly  “ mad im age, rubbed by the rea l.” ^̂  
Nevertheless, the abrasion o f image against real, w h ich  Barthes finds and values in  
photography, is at least s tructura lly  s im ila r to his readiness, when in  the cinema, “ to be 

fascinated two times', by the image and by w hat surrounds i t . ” In  Roland Barthes par 
Roland Barthes, he writes: “The dream displeases me because one is en tire ly  absorbed by 
it :  the dream is monological, and the fantasy pleases me because i t  remains concom itant 
to  the  consciousness o f  re a lity  ( th a t o f  the  place where I  am ); thus is created a 
double space, dislocated, spaced ou t...” ^̂  These men on the stair are not sleepwalkers, 

bu t they are “ spaced o u t.” In  “ En sortant du cinéma,” i t  is as i f  Barthes is u rg ing  a 

practice o f spectatorship tha t w il l  p u ll the film ic  experience towards the side o f fantasy, 
and away from  the shore o f the dream. Barthes’s inc lina tion  to phenomenology leads
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h im  to seek m u tu a lly  exclusive “essences” o f film  and photography. B u t such opposi­
tions fade as he steers closer to  sem iology and psychoanalysis. Barthes h im se lf adm its 
as m uch, even in  one o f his more “ phenom enological” texts. O n  the firs t page o f La  

chambre claire, he w rites: “ I  declared tha t I  liked  Photography against the cinema —  
from  w h ich , however, I  never managed to  separate i t . ” ^̂  Here then, is another site o f 
abrasion: where photography touches cinema. Barthes’ w e ll-kn o w n  interest in  the 
f i lm -s t i l l  is often m entioned to exem plify  his preference fo r the photograph over the 
f ilm . The “ ph o to g ra m ,” however, is s tr ic t ly  neither photograph nor f i lm . I t  is the 

m ateria l trace o f tha t m om ent o f  arrest w h ich  establishes a space between the pho to ­
graph and  the film . In  term s o f  Lacan’s discussion o f the gaze, to  w h ich  Barthes 
e x p lic it ly  gestures in  “ En sortant du c iném a,” th is  tim e  o f arrest is tha t o f the “ lu re .” 

The f i lm ic  im age, says Barthes, is “ a lu re .” H e  adds: “ T h is  w o rd  m u s t be 
understood in  the analytical s e n s e . L a c a n  uses the w ord  leurre w ith  the fu l l  range o f 
meanings i t  takes in  French: “ lu re ,” “ b a it” and “ decoy” ; “ a llu rem en t” and “ entice­
m e n t” ; “ tra p ,” “ de lus ion” and “ deceit.” The analytica l sense w h ich  Lacan brings to  i t  
comes most specifically from  w hat he makes o f Roger C a illo is ’s remarks on the “ three 

functions o f m im ic ry .” ’̂  In  the an im al and insect behaviours named by C a illo is  as 
travesty, camouflage and intim idation, Lacan says, “ the being gives o f itse lf, or i t  receives 
from  the other, som ething w h ich  is mask, double, envelope, detached sk in , detached 
to  cover the fram e o f  a sh ie ld .” *̂" The fram e fro m  La  Paresse dep icts  ju s t such a 
m eeting o f masks —  as beau tifu l as the chance encounter, on a staircase, o f some 
undergarm ents w ith  a business su it. “ W ith o u t any d o u b t,” Lacan remarks, “ i t  is by 
the in te rm e d ia ry  o f masks th a t the  m ascu line , the  fe m in in e , m eet in  the  m ost 
po in ted , the m ost ardent, way.” ^̂  However, Lacan notes a difference between hum an 
behaviour and the behaviours described by C aillo is: “ O n ly  the subject —  the hum an 
subject, the subject o f desire... is no t, u n like  the an im al, en tire ly  held by th is  im a g i­
nary capture. H e  takes his bearings in  i t  ( I I  s’y repère). How? To the extent th a t he 
isolates the fu n c tio n  o f the screen, and plays w ith  it .  M an, in  effect, knows how  to 
p lay w ith  the mask, as being th a t beyond w h ich  there is the gaze. The screen is here 
the place o f m ed ia tion .” ®̂ C h ris tian  V in ce n t’s f ilm  La Discrète is a story o f  seduction 
and betrayal set in  m odern-day P a r i s . I t  takes its  t i t le , however, from  a practice o f 
the seventeenth century. Fashionable wom en o f tha t period w ou ld  wear a “ beauty 
spot” —  usually a do t o f b lack taffeta —  on th e ir face. W hen  w orn  on the forehead i t  
was called a majestueuse, placed by the eye i t  was a passionnée, by the lips  a galante, and 
on the ch in  a discrète. In  e igh teenth-century Venice, the moretta was one o f on ly  tw o 
masks w orn  at carnival tim e , and i t  was w orn  on ly  by women. The moretta was held in  
pos ition  by means o f a b u tto n  gripped  between the teeth —  in  order to  speak, the 
wom an had to unmask, to  qu ite  lite ra lly  “ reveal herself.” B o th  practices exem plify
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(in  one case, qu ite  lite ra lly ) a play w ith  the mask in  the field o f the gaze. As in  a ll play 
—  productive  o f spacing, difference —  m eaning is created. A  fascination beyond 
words is at the same tim e  a po ten tia lly  garrulous sem iotic system. For the hum an ani­
m al, the lure is a place o f passage between Im ag inary and Sym bolic, between the drive 
and the contractual regu la tion o f sexuality. W h a t flickers on the screen o f the lure is 
the dance o f Desire and the Law. Barthes emphasizes tha t the film ic  image, w h ich  so 
often stages the scene o f lure, is its e lf a lure. However, so, po ten tia lly , is any other 
image in  the “ C inema o f society.” Barthes h im se lf recognizes th is in  the very terms o f 
his exasperation at the film  poster he comes across in  the rue Guynemer, the actresses’ 
names p rin ted  large, “ as i f  they were incontestable b a it” {appâts). The look g iven by 
the actresses emerges from  w ith in  an im age-product o f a visual cu ltu ra l in s titu tio n  —  
here, the cinema —  o f the Cinema o f society. T ha t is to say, the look emerges from  
w ith in  the gaze. A m ongst the various functions o f the gaze is the subjection o f w hat 
Barthes calls the “ h is torica l subject.” Lacan gives the example o f the m ura l pa in tings 
w h ich  adorn the great ha ll o f the Palace o f the Doges, in  Venice: “ W h o  comes to these 

places? Those who form  tha t w h ich  Retz calls the people. A nd  w hat do the people see in  
these vast compositions? The gaze o f those persons who —  when they are not there, 
they the people —  deliberate in  th is  hall. Behind the p a in ting , i t  is th e ir gaze w h ich  is 
t h e r e . T o d a y ,  the environm ent o f images from  w hat we call “ the m edia” has taken 
the place and the func tion  o f those murals in  the Palace o f the Doges. Lacan does not 
m ention  i t ,  b u t the pa in tings —  like  the products o f the m edia today —  w ou ld  also 

have been an object o f wonder and d e lig h t, o f fascination, fo r those subjected to the 
au th o rity  o f  those who commissioned the images. The long h is to ry o f the m u ltip le  

forms o f decoration and pageant in  society demonstrates the inseparab ility  o f  power 
from  v is ib le  display: the elem ent o f  hypno tic  fascination in  vo lun ta ry  submission. 
However, such means o f contro l are unstable, and the h is to ry o f au th o rity  is also one o f 
struggle fo r mastery o f the “ tw i l ig h t  reverie.”

Lassitude, ine rtia , to rpor; a body become soporific, soft, l im p ; a loss o f reality, a 
porosity  to the strangeness o f the w o rld , an ha lluc ina to ry  v ivac ity  o f  sensations. A  
“ very special way o f being in  the w o rld ,” know n fo r centuries o f W estern C h ris tia n ity  
as the cond ition  o f acedia —  a state o f m orta l sin. In  his book on the concept o f acedia 
in  m edieval th o u g h t and literature,'^' Siegfried W enzel traces the no tion  o f the “ sin o f 
s lo th  to  the fo u rth  C hris tian  century, and the m ilie u  o f E gyptian  desert monks who 
lived  near A lexandria. For these monks. Acedia was the name o f a demon w ith  w hom  
they frequen tly  fo ugh t. A  stea lthy drowsiness w ou ld  announce the a rr iva l o f  the 
demon. There w ou ld  then fo llo w  an assault o f  impressions, though ts  and feelings 

w h ich  could overw helm  devotional duty. M onks became melancholy, they found i t  
d iff ic u lt to  rem ain in  th e ir cells and w ou ld  wander ou t in  search o f the secular w o rld
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they had renounced. By the tw e lfth  century, acedia —  S loth —  was firm ly  established 
as one o f the “ seven deadly s ins.” Its  m ost “ m od e rn ” d e scrip tio n , however, was 
g iven at the incep tion  o f the concept. W enzel w rites  th a t, in  the early C h ris tian  

m oral theo logy o f C lem ent o f A lexandria , acedia was judged to  be the p roduct o f 
“ affections o f the irra tiona l part o f m an’s soul, w h ich  o rig ina te  in  sense impressions or 
in  m em ory and are often accompanied by pleasure.” In  the soporific state o f acedia, 
“ reason is... subjected to  the ebb and flow  o f affections, w h ich  tyrannize i t  and keep i t  
in  a state o f tu rm o il —  the master has become a s l a v e . Acedia, then, threatens the 
h ierarchical order o f th ings: the theocentric order o f C h ris tian ity , certa in ly, b u t also 
the secular w o rld  order o f W estern cap ita lism  w h ich  w ou ld  succeed i t .  The re lig ious 
education o f the in d u s tria l p ro le ta ria t continued to stress tha t “ the dev il finds w ork  
fo r id le  hands.” C om m on soldiers in  im p e ria lis t armies, when ne ither fig h tin g  nor 
tra in in g , were p u t to  such w o rk  as w h itew ash ing  lum ps o f coal. Fundam ental to  the 
ins trum enta l log ic  o f slave ownership was the category o f the “ lazy slave” ; in  the log ic 
o f  the co lon ia lis t i t  was the “ lazy na tive .” C learly, the threat o f lassitude was less to 
p roduction  than to a u th o rity  —  w hether tha t o f God or M am m on. Lassitude can in  
fact be h ig h ly  p roductive , b u t w hat i t  produces is insubord ina tion  and syndicalism , 
m u tin ie s  and revo lu tions. A t  th is  p o in t, however, we may no longer d is tin g u ish  

between the corrosive consequences o f lassitude and the products o f a counter-ideo­

log ica l reason honed th rough  leisure.
U n t i l  about the tw e lfth  century, acedia was considered to  be m a in ly  a monastic 

vice, one w h ich  attacked those devoted to  the contem pla tive  life.'^^ In  “ Soirées de 
P aris,” Barthes confesses to  h is d if f ic u lty  in  re m a in in g  in  his ce ll: “ A lw ays th is  

d iff ic u lty  in  w o rk in g  in  the a fternoon,” Barthes w rites; “ I  w ent ou t around s ix -th irty , 

look ing  fo r a d v e n t u r e . I t  w ou ld  no t have surprised a desert m onk to  learn tha t 
Barthes w ound up s o lic itin g  a male p ro s titu te  on the rue de Rennes, g iv in g  h im  
money on the prom ise o f a rendez-vous an hour later. “ N a tu ra lly ,” Barthes w rites, “ he 
wasn’t  there.” Barthes acknowledges how barely credib le his action m ust seem, in  
exchanging money fo r such a prom ise. B u t he also recognizes tha t, w hether or not he 

had gone to  bed w ith  th is  man, “ at e ig h t o’c lock I  w ou ld  have found m yse lf again at 

the same p o in t in  m y life ; and, as the s im ple contact o f the eyes, o f the prom ise, 
eroticises me, i t  is fo r th is  puissance th a t I  had pa id .” '̂  ̂ In  th is  pa rticu la r sector o f the 
lib id in a l economy, sexual tension is perversely spent in  the exchange not on ly  o f 
promises b u t o f  tem pora l location —  here coined in  a gram m atica l tense, the fu tu re  
an te rio r: “ I  shall have had.” C onstantine, spaced ou t, refuses sex w ith  the starle t 
because he speaks to  her from  a d iffe ren t tim e : from  the a fterm ath o f the afterglow. 
Acedia is a com p lex  v ice . T he  fo u r th  c e n tu ry  trea tises on s p ir itu a l l ife  w h ic h  

established the concept o f acedia also inaugurated the practice, fo llow ed in  m edieval
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handbooks, o f id e n tify in g  the “ daughters” to  w hom  th is  or tha t o f  the seven capita l 
sins had g iven b irth . D isobedience was on ly  one o f the daughters o f Acedia; amongst 
the many others was D eferm ent.

M etz  refers to  the “ nove lis tic  f i lm ” as “ a m i l l  o f  images and sounds w h ich  
overfeed our zones o f shadow and ir re s p o n s ib il ity .B a r th e s  defers feeding —  lik e  a 
reca lc itrant in fa n t who turns from  the breast in  search o f adjacent pleasures; even, or 
especially, those “ not good fo r i t . ” H e asks: “ C ould  there be, in  the cinema its e lf (and 
in  ta k in g  the w ord in  its  e tym olog ica l p ro file ), a jouissance o f  cliscretionT^^ In
exercising his d iscretion, Barthes is at the same tim e  a t the d iscretion o f som ething 
else. H is  presence in  the cinema is impulsive. In  Le P la is ir du Texte, he speaks o f “ tha t 
m om ent when m y body goes to fo llo w  its  own ideas —  for m y body does not have the 
same ideas as I  do .’” *̂̂ The pressures o f a “ tw i l ig h t  reverie” im pe l Barthes “ from  street 
to  street, from  poster to  poster,” to  im m erse h im s e lf in  darkness. Freud spoke o f 
“ som nam bu lis tic  c e rta in ty ” to  characterize the u n e rr in g  confidence w ith  w h ich , 
under certain circumstances, a long -los t object is found.'^^'' A l l  tha t is certain in  our 
com pulsion to repeat, however, is tha t the object w i l l  elude us. (“ N a tu ra lly ,” Barthes 
w rites, having kept the rendez-vous, “ he wasn’t  there.” ) As to the source o f our need to 
keep keeping, in  Lacan’s words, “ an appo in tm ent... w ith  a real tha t escapes us,” “̂ we 
are a ll in  the  d a rk . C le m e n t o f  A le x a n d ria  fo u n d  acedia to  be the  p ro d u c t o f  
“ affections o f the irra tiona l part o f m an’s soul, w h ich  o rig ina te  in  sense impressions or 
in  memory... o ften accompanied by pleasure.” T h is  psychoanalytic judgm en t avant la  
lettre suggests tha t “ th is  special way o f being in  the w o rld , on the edge o f sleep” steers 
us closer to  the shores o f tha t “ other lo ca lity ” where Freud firs t took his bearings: 
“ another space, another scene, the between perception and consciousness.Between the 
spectator to ta lly  enthra lled by the narrative, and the c r it ic  who sits analyzing shots, 
there is a con tinuum  o f degrees o f alertness. Barthes, however, s lid in g  dow n in to  his 
seat, adopts a posture towards the film  w h ich  cannot be assigned to  a s im ple position  
on a scale between en th ra llm en t and vig ilance. “ I  am hypnotized by a distance,” he 
w rites, “ and th is  distance is no t c r itica l ( in te llec tua l); i t  is, i f  one can say th is , an 
amorous distance.” A  jouissance o f d iscretion. A  pleasure in  differences, distances. A  

ta c tfu l d e lig h t in  heterogeneity: the “ flic k e rin g  grace o f a ll the elements o f l ife ” tha t 
Baudelaire found on the streets o f Paris, now revealed by the flic k e rin g  l ig h t  o f the 
p ro jector in  the a u d ito riu m . The café-frequenting spectator’s glass o f K ir  and dish o f 
olives have g iven way to  Coca-Cola and buttered pop-corn, b u t the society is no less 
u top ian  fo r tha t. In  Am erican cities, where “ street l ife ” so often gives way to “ street 
death,” the c itizen  is alm ost ce rta in ly  safer in  the m ovie theatre than at home, at 

w ork , or in  prison. In  a w o rld  riven  by v io le n t factional and fractiona l co n flic t, the 

cinema is peaceful. The cinem a audience —  a to ta lly  aleatory cong lom era tion  o f 
a lte rities —  sleeps together in  a space o f fine ly judged p rox im itie s , a touching space.
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O n  leav ing  the c inem a, the  C inem a o f  society we reenter today is a global 
c inem a, w here c u ltu ra l and id e o lo g ic a l d iffe rences come to g e th e r in  in t im a te  
electronic p ro x im ity . In  th is  cinema, also, the image is a lure. F licke ring  on the hook 
is the a lternative the m irro r re la tion  presents: narcissistic id e n tifica tion  or aggressive 
riva lry. Here also, Barthes seems to  suggest, we may defer ta k in g  the ba it —  b u t not 
in  order to  calculate a fine scale o f “ correct distances” between fusion and abjection. 

The distance w h ich  hypnotizes h im , Barthes says, is no t in te lle c tua l b u t “ amorous.” 

The te rr ito ry  o f th is  distance is c la im ed in  the name o f Lassitude. Exercising a som­
no len t d iscre tion , from  w ith in  a state o f great po ros ity  to  the strangeness o f  the 
w o rld , Barthes embraces th a t daughter o f  Acedia w hom  we can on ly  name —  in  the 
fu l l  sense o f the w ord —  Dissipation.
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There are fou r in te rre la ted  properties o f Euroethn ic art tha t are central to  under­
standing the developm ent o f M odern ism , and in  pa rticu la r the developm ent o f con­
tem porary art in  the U n ite d  States w ith in  the last few decades: (1) its  appropria tive 

character, (2) its  fo rm a lism , (3) its  self-awareness, and (4) its  co m m itm e n t to  social 
content. These four properties fu rn ish  strong conceptual and strategic con tinu ities  
between the h is to ry  o f European a rt —  M odern ism  in  p a rtic u la r —  and recent 
developments in  Am erican art w ith  e x p lic it ly  p o lit ic a l subject m atter. Relative to 
these lines o f co n tin u ity , the pecu lia rly  Am erican varie ty o f M odern ism  know n as 
Greenbergian Form alism  is an aberration. Characterized by its  repud ia tion  o f content 
in  genera l and e x p l ic i t ly  p o l it ic a l sub jec t m a tte r in  p a rt ic u la r , G reenbe rg ian  
Form a lism  gained currency as an o p p o rtu n is tic  ideo log ica l evasion o f the th rea t 
o f  C old W ar M cC arthy ite  censorship and R ed-ba iting  in  the 1950s. To the extent 

th a t th is  ideo log ica l re p u d ia tio n  o f  p o lit ic a l sub ject m a tte r has preva iled in  the 
in te rna tiona l a rt context, A m erican im peria lism  has succeeded in  supp lan ting  the 
longstand ing  European tra d it io n  o f a rt as a m ed ium  o f social engagement w ith  a 

pecu lia rly  pharm aceutical conception o f art as soporific  and analgesic.
By the appropriative character o f  Euroethn ic art, I  mean its  tendency to  draw on 

the art o f non-E uroethn ic cultures fo r insp ira tion . Th is  may o rig ina te  in  the Early 
Ita lia n  Renaissance experience o f d raw ing  on the art o f an alien, tem pora lly  remote 
c u ltu re  —  th a t o f  H e lle n ic  Greece —  fo r re v ita liz a t io n . The real lesson o f  the 
Renaissance, on th is  account, is not the rediscovery o f perspective b u t rather the d is­
covery o f difference as a source o f insp ira tion . O the r early examples o f the Euroethn ic 
appe tite  fo r app rop ria tion  inc lude  the in fluence o f B yzantine re lig ious  art in  the 
pa in tings  o f  D ucc io  or C im abue; the Is lam ic  and H in d u  influences on the a rt o f 
G io tto  or Fra A nge lico ; more recently, the influences o f Japanese art on Van G ogh, o f 
Tah itian  art on G augu in , and o f A frican  art on Picasso; and more recently s t i l l ,  the 
influences o f A frican-A m erican  Jazz on M ondrian  and S tuart Davis, and o f A frican - 

A m erican G ra ff it t i  A r t  on K e ith  H a rin g  and D avid  W ojnarow icz. I t  is natura l tha t a 
society th a t depends on colonized non-E uroethn ic cultures fo r its  land, labor and nat­
ura l resources should do so fo r its  aesthetic and cu ltu ra l resources as w e ll. B u t the 
im petus in  the la tte r case is no t necessarily im p e ria lis tic  and exp lo ita tive . I t  may be 
ins tead  a d r iv e  to  se lf-transcendence  o f  th e  l im i ts  o f  the  s o c ia lly  p re sc rib e d  
E uroethn ic self, by s tr iv in g  to  incorporate the id io lects o f  the en igm atic  O the r w ith ­

in  them . H ere the a im  o f a p p rop ria tion  w ou ld  no t be to  e x p lo it de libe ra te ly  the 
O th e r’s aesthetic language, b u t to  confound oneself by inco rpora ting  in to  works o f 
a rt an aesthetic language one recognizes as largely opaque to  one; as having a s ig n if i­
cance one recognizes as beyond one’s a b i l i ty  fu l ly  to  grasp. V iew ed in  th is  way, 
e x p lo ita t io n  is an u n in te n d e d  s ide-e ffect —  the  consequence o f  ignorance and
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in sens itiv ity  —  o f a pro ject whose m ain in te n tio n  is to escape those very cognitive  
lim ita tions .

The formalism  o f  Euroethn ic art is a d irec t consequence o f its  appropria tive  char­
acter, since i t  is on ly  where the content o f  a w o rk  is en igm atic , obscure, or d isregard­
ed tha t its form al properties outcom pete i t  fo r salience. T h is  reasoning presupposes 
tha t our p rim a ry  cogn itive  concern as hum an beings, regardless o f cu ltu ra l context, is 
to discern m eaning, and on ly  secondarily to discern fo rm ; and tha t fo rm  its e lf is o f 
in terest to  us on ly where i t  illum ina tes  or enhances meaning. I f  th is  is so, then artists 
m ust f irs t look at the art o f an alien cu ltu re  and acknowledge th e ir fa ilu re  to  grasp its 
contextual m eaning, before its  form al properties can he ighten th e ir self-awareness o f 
the fo rm al properties o f th e ir own cu ltu re ’s art. So, fo r example, the trea tm ent o f 
space and structure by such artists as the M aster o f the Osservanza certa in ly  could 
have occurred w ith o u t an awareness o f the s im ila r trea tm ent o f  space and structure in  
Classical H in d u  p a in ting . B u t w ith o u t th is  awareness i t  could no t have been de libe r­
ately isolated and refined as a un ique style, since in  tha t case there w ou ld  have been 
no external source o f salience by w h ich  to h ig h lig h t and d iffe ren tia te  i t  from  other 
such s ty lis tic  properties. Form alism  as an aesthetic requires the cogn itive  deflection 
o f content. A nd  th is , in  tu rn , presupposes a p r io r encounter w ith  w ork  the content o f 

w h ich  was im pervious to cogn itive  penetration. T ha t is, in  order to  learn to abstract 
from  the content o f a w ork , one m ust have previously experienced as cogn itive ly  inac­
cessible the content o f a w ork. Whereas Euroethn ic social scientists evade th is  experi­
ence by constructing  and p ro jec ting  expected u t il ity -m a x im iz in g  explanations fo r 
the visual symbologies o f non-Euroethn ic cultures. Euroethn ic artists self-consciously 
embrace i t  in  acts o f  fo rm a l appropria tion .

The appropriative character and form alism  o f Euroethnic art are, then, in trins ica lly  
connected w ith  its  self-awareness (or self-consciousness). To recognize an alien cu ltu ra l 
p ractice  as d iffe re n t fro m  one’s ow n, and as inaccessible to  unde rs tand ing  w ith  
respect to  content, is im p lic it ly  to  recognize one’s own cu ltu ra l practice as a cu ltu ra l 
practice, w ith  its  own rules and constraints. T h is  jus t is the awareness th a t one’s 
cu ltu ra l practice is m erely one among many possible ones. A nd  the recogn ition  tha t 
a lternative cu ltu ra l practices are co g n itive ly  inaccessible jus t is the awareness tha t 
one’s ow n fu rn ish  the on ly  available co ndu it fo r in te rp re ta tion  o f fo rm a l anomaly. 
So the cross-cu ltu ra l a p p ro p ria tio n  o f a lien  fo rm a l devices rem inds one o f one’s 
sub jectiv ity . Self-consciousness o f th is  k in d  is a necessary cond ition  o f innovation .

The  app rop ria tiveness , fo rm a lis m , and self-consciousness o f  E uropean a rt 
functions to  cast its  social content in to  h ig h  relief. By rendering fa m ilia r and socially 
p regnan t s u b je c t-m a tte r in  new, unusual o r n o n tra d it io n a l ways, European a rt 
imbues i t  w ith  added significance beyond the comm onplace and w ith  h is to rica l or
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cu ltu ra l perspective. Indeed, i t  is the rendering o f fa m ilia r social content in  a fo rm  
tha t inspires, exalts, instructs or galvanizes one to  action tha t makes the art o f D av id , 
D elacro ix, G éricau lt, Goya or Picasso such a transform ative experience. The fo rm a l­

ism o f E uroethnic a rt has been tra d it io n a lly  interconnected w ith  its  social content, in  
tha t the challenge o f European art has been to  use form al devices in  expressive and 
innovative  ways tha t reawaken the viewer to the significance o f the subject m atte r 
dep ic ted . H ere  the p ro je c t o f  a p p ro p ria tio n  is essential, since a p re co n d itio n  o f 
perce iv ing or conceptua liz ing g iven subject m a tte r d iffe re n tly  is tha t the visual forms 

one sees actua lly  be d iffe ren t, in  some respect, than those one is accustomed to. Tha t 

these visual form s m ust diverge from  the trad itions  o f one’s visual cu ltu re  in  order 
to  pe rfo rm  th e ir  expected social fu n c tio n  requires th a t an a rtis t se lf-consciously 
seek outside those fa m ilia r trad itions , and im p o rt difference back in to  them . So the 
d riv e  to  in n o v a tio n  is em bedded in  the  social fu n c tio n  o f  E u ro e th n ic  a rt, and 
pre-dates its  emergence as a m a rke t-d riven  com m odity . A n d  since the sources o f 
innova tion  tra d it io n a lly  have been found in  non-E uroethn ic cultures whose visual 
content is cogn itive ly  opaque to  Euroethn ic eyes, innovation  in  E uroethnic a rt has 
usually meant self-conscious innovation  o f form .

In  these ways, European M odern ism  is w h o lly  consistent w ith  the p rio r h is to ry 
o f  European art. Innovations o f fo rm  do not d ic ta te  the sacrifice o f social content in  
Picasso’s Guernica any more than they d id  in  M anet’s Déjeuner sur l ’herbe, or Goya’s 
Desastres de la  guerra. I f  fo rm ai innovation  in  E uroethnic a rt is indeed rooted in  cross- 
c u ltu ra l app rop ria tion , then the com b ina tion  o f fo rm a l in n o va tio n  w ith  social or 
p o lit ic a l content can be read as an em blem  o f the a r t is t ’s self-conscious cu ltu ra l or 
affectional distance from  her or his subject m atter. By “ distance” I  mean not “ em o­
tiona l detachm ent,” b u t rather “ a liena tion ” : A n  a rtis t who depicts social content in  a 
non trad itiona l way expresses a self-consciously c r itica l rather than unselfconsciously 
pa rtic ipa to ry  or invo lved evaluational perspective tow ard i t ,  w hether positive  or neg­
ative. In  his dep ic tion  o f M ara t, D av id  expresses a self-consciously distanced evalua­
tiona l v iew  o f the French R evo lu tion , as Matisse does o f his spouse in  his depictions 
o f her, and G iacom etti and de K o on ing  do o f wom en in  th e ir dep ic tion  o f them . I t  is 

because o f th is  connection between fo rm a l in n o va tio n  and self-conscious cu ltu ra l 
a lienation from  one’s subject m a tte r tha t Euroethn ic a rt has nourished the tra d it io n  
o f the vis ionary a rtis t as c u ltu ra lly  and socially m arg ina l; as someone who not on ly  is 
som eth ing o f a social outcast, b u t self-consciously chooses to be one. The roo t o f  th is  
tra d it io n  is to  be found in  the p rio r European tra d it io n  o f cross-cultural appropria tion.

R e la tive  to  th is  long  tra d it io n  o f c o m b in in g  social con ten t w ith  innova tive  

fo rm , European M odern ism ’s A m erican equivalent, Greenbergian Form alism , consti­
tu ted  a radical departure. From  its  status as the lyn ch p in  o f a w o rk , social content —
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and p a rticu la rly  e x p lic it ly  p o lit ic a l subject m a tte r —  was demoted by Greenbergian 
Form alism  to irrelevance, as su lly in g  the “p u r ity ” or im ped ing  the “ transcendence” o f 
a w ork . I f  a “ pure ” w o rk  o f art cou ld  have no content, then the a rtis t cou ld  not 
express fo rm a lly  the self-consciously distanced c r it ic a l stance tow ard  con ten t —  
issues, events, concepts, conditions —  tha t had characterized earlier Euroethn ic art. 
So the on ly stance an a rtis t could le g itim a te ly  take was an unselfconsciously invo lved, 
p a rtic ip a to ry  one: In  th is  scheme o f th in g s , the a r t is t ’s ro le  was to  “ engage” or 
“ g rapple” wordlessly w ith  the form al and m ateria l properties o f his (alm ost always a 
“ h is ” ) m ed ium , w h ile  the c r it ic ’s role was to a rticu la te  the aesthetic rationale o f the 
w o rk  thereby created. In  abandoning content and abd icating  the self-conscious stance 
to  the c r it ic , artists abandoned the responsib ilities o f conscious con tro l over th e ir 
creative efforts and th e ir meaning. “ A c tio n  p a in tin g ,” live  from  the Freudian uncon­
scious, was a ll tha t was le ft to  them .

H o w  could the them atic  fu lc ru m  o f European M odern ism  become so inessential 
in  Am erican M odernism ? I f  the cen tra lity  o f social content is a constant up th rough  
Picasso, G iacom etti and de K o o n in g , as I  have suggested, then “ P ost-M odern is t” 
claims tha t an innate tendency to reductiv ism  o f content characterized the develop­
m e n t o f  M o d e rn ism  are de fec tive . Such a ra d ica l s h if t  in  p r io r it ie s  canno t be 
explained as part o f  the in te rna l log ic  o f M odern ism  itse lf. Instead i t  is necessary to 
look at the external social and p o lit ic a l cond itions to w h ich  Am erican Form alists 
were responding.

The ideological use o f Am erican art fo r C old W ar propaganda purposes in  the 
1950s has been charted frequently.^ B u t the reaction to recent U.S. G overnm ent 
attem pts to censor “ p o lit ic a lly  sensitive” subject m a tte r in  contem porary Am erican 
art na tu ra lly  inv ites comparison specifica lly w ith  Senator Joseph M cC arthy ’s success­
fu l cam paign o f in t im id a t io n  o f le ft-w in g  artists and in te llec tua ls  as C om m un is t 
sympathizers in  the ‘50s. In  such a c lim ate , the ra tiona liza tion  th a t p o lit ic a l content 
was in co m p a tib le  w ith  the “ h ig h e r purpose” o f  a rt func tioned  as a fo rm  o f self­
censorship among art professionals jus t as e ffective ly then as i t  does now. As i t  does 
fo r us, i t  gave a rt professionals in  the ‘50s a ready-made reason no t to  become p o l i t i ­

ca lly engaged, no t to  f ig h t back; not to  notice the in f i lt ra t io n  o f the “ w h ite  cube” by 

com plex social and p o lit ic a l realities, and not to try  to  come to terms w ith  them  in  
th e ir creative w o rk  —  i.e. not to  w o rk  creatively w ith  them  as artists always had in  
the past. A nd  i t  gave them  a reason to  relegate whatever p o lit ic a l convictions and 

involvem ents they may have had to a corner o f  th e ir lives in  w h ich  they w ou ld  no t 
threaten anyone’s professional opportun ities . In  short, the ideology o f Greenbergian 
Form alism  underg irded the threat o f  M cC arthy ism  to render p o lit ic a lly  and socially 
im p o te n t a pow erfu l in s trum en t o f  social change —  visual cu ltu re  —  whose po ten tia l
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governm ent censors have always seen far more clearly than artists do; and rationalized 
tha t im potence to  the castrati. The post-w ar Am erican strategy o f im p o rt in g  back 
to  Europe the a rt is t ic  em bod im en t o f  unselfconscious social in e ffe c tu a lity  under 

the guise o f an extracted essence o f c r it ic a lly  sophisticated fo rm al appropria tion  was 
perfectly suited to its  M arshall Plan agenda o f cu ltu ra l and p o lit ic a l im peria lism .

Since the M cC arthy era and the heyday o f Greenbergian Form alism , Am erican 
a rt has been re s to rin g  its  social co n te n t th ro u g h  the  back door. M in im a lis m ’s 

geom etrical s im p lic ity  and fo rm al reductiveness was an e x p lic it repud ia tion  o f the 
a b s tra c t a e s th e tic  th e o r iz in g  p ro je c te d  o n to  a r t by  fo r m a lis t  c r i t ic s  in  the  
Greenbergian camp. Em phasizing the concrete, unique p a rticu la rity  o f the specific 
object, its  spatio tem poral im m ediacy and imperviousness to  abstract c ritica l specula­
tio n , M in im a lis m  m ounted an in d iv id u a lis t a ttack on aesthetic s tereotyp ing th a t 

echoed analogous attacks on race and gender stereotyping tha t firs t surfaced in  the 
w h ite  Am erican m ainstream in  the early 1960s. In  so do ing . M in im a lis m  reasserted 
the prim acy o f the object its e lf as content o f the w ork.

In  the  m id - ’60s, Sol L e W it t  fu r th e r developed th is  n o tio n  o f se lf-re flex ive  
content: by in s is tin g  on the p rim acy o f the idea o f the w o rk  over its  m ed ium  o f 
rea liza tion , L e W itt  created the context in  w h ich  the cogn itive  content o f  a w o rk  
could have p r io r ity  over its  perceptual fo rm . A nd  by using the p e rm u ta tio n  o f s 
elected fo rm al properties o f an object - its  sides, dimensions or geom etrical shape —  
as a decision procedure fo r generating the fina l form  o f the w o rk  as a perm uta tiona l 
system , L e W it t  m oved th a t system itse lf, and the idea o f th a t system , in to  the 
foreground o f the w o rk  as its  self-reflexive subject m atter. Here i t  is no t on ly  the 
object as a un ique pa rticu la r tha t has prim acy, b u t tha t object as the locus and o rig in  
o f the conceptual system i t  se lf-re flexive ly generates.

From there i t  was on ly  a short step to  Conceptual A r t ’s insistence in  the late ‘60s 
on the self-reflexive investiga tion  o f concepts and language themselves as the p rim a ry  

subject m a tte r o f art. A nd  since self-consciousness is a special case o f se lf-re flex iv ity , 
i t  was then an even shorter step to  the self-conscious in ves tiga tion  o f those very 
language users and art producers themselves as embedded partic ipants  in  the social 
context: fo r Joseph K osu th  and the A rt-Language g roup, th is  natura l progression was 
from  lin g u is tic  analysis o f the concept o f a rt to  discursive M a rx is t c r itiq u e  o f the 
means o f  a rt p ro d u c tio n ; fo r Hans Haacke, i t  was fro m  se lf-sus ta in ing  m ate ria l 

systems to  self-susta in ing p o lit ic a l systems; in  m y ow n w ork , i t  was from  m y body as 
a conceptually and spatio tem pora lly  im m ed ia te  art object to  m y person as a gendered 
and e thn ica lly  stereotyped art com m odity. The re-emergence o f self-consciously d is­

tanced, c r itica l a rt w ith  e x p lic it social content in  the early 1970s, then, was a natura l 
o u tg ro w th  o f the rea ffirm a tion  o f content la ten t in  M in im a lis m  and the self-reflexive
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sub ject-m atte r e x p lic it in  Conceptual A r t.  The cogn itive  and fo rm a l strategies o f 
M in im a lis m , and th e ir  e vo lu tion  in  the w o rk  o f  Sol L e W itt  and firs t-gene ra tion  
Conceptualists, re-established the l in k  w ith  European M odern ism  by restoring d is­
tanced self-awareness as a central value o f a rtis tic  p roduction  —  a self-awareness tha t 
is inev itab ly  as social, cu ltu ra l and p o lit ic a l as i t  is fo rm al in  its  purview.

M eanw hile , the repressive M cC a rth y ite  ideo logy o f Greenbergian Form alism  
continues to ga in  adherents in  post-C old  W ar Europe, where many th o u g h tfu l and 
in te llig e n t art professionals are a la rm ing ly  eager to discard Europe’s variegated social 
and h is to rica l trad itions  as sources o f co n tin u ity  and cu ltu ra l memory, in  favor o f the 
Am erican substitu te . Th is substitu te  is, o f  course, w il l fu l  amnesia: i.e. s im p ly  to deny 
tha t there is any th ing  to rem ember or grasp tha t can’t  be resolved in  a 22 -m in u te  
s itcom  or m erchandised in  a 30-second com m erc ia l. The  erasure o f con ten t —  
pa rticu la rly  p o lit ic a l content —  was a M adison Avenue insp ira tion  long before i t  was 
a gleam  in  C lem ent G reenberg ’s eye. The c o n tin u in g  European su sce p tib ility  to 
1950s Am erican cu ltu ra l im peria lism  is p a rticu la rly  regrettable in  an h is to rica l p e ri­
od in  w h ich  Europe’s tu rb u le n t social, p o lit ica l and dem ographic changes offer such 
fe rtile  conditions fo r a rtis tic  social engagement. Europe is now undergoing the same 
sustained assault from  outside on its  entrenched m ytho log ies, conventions and social 
arrangements tha t m ainstream w h ite  A m erica d id  from  the C iv il R igh ts  M ovem ent, 
the C ounter-C u ltu re , Fem in ism , and A n ti-V ie t N am  protesters in  the 1960s. As the 
U n ite d  States has, Europe w il l  need a period o f sustained cu ltu ra l processing o f these 
events by its  a rt is t ic  com m un itie s  in  o rder to  learn how  best to  represent these 
changes to  itse lf. I t  w ou ld  be un fo rtuna te  i f  European a rt professionals chose to 
fo llo w  A m e rica ’s lead again, in  id e o lo g ica lly  b lin d fo ld in g  the v isua l arts in  th is  
undertak ing . The Am erican hab it o f  som nam bulism  about its  c rim in a l past is such 
tha t i t  took the A m erican art w o rld  decades to reawaken the aesthetic vocabulary o f 
social resistance and engagement narcotized by Greenbergian Form alism . In  Europe, 
by contrast, th is  vocabulary is more deeply rooted in  the a rtis tic  tra d it io n  o f self- 
conscious c r it ic a lity  and more f irm ly  buttressed by well-preserved artifacts o f c u ltu r ­
al mem ory. Le t us hope i t  w i l l  be su ffic ie n t an tido te  against renewed A m erican  
attem pts to export yet one more “ N ew  W o rld  O rde r’’ fo r cross-cultural consumption.^

1. Reprinted from Out of Order, Out of Sight, Volume II: Selected Writings in A rt Criticism 1967-1992 (Cambridge, Mass.: 
M IT  Press, 1996). © Adrian Piper 1992.

2. See, for example. Max Kozloff, “ American Painting during the Cold War,” Artforum 11 (May 1973): 43-54; Eva 
Cockcroft, “Abstract Expressionism: Weapon o f the Cold War,” Artforum 12 (June 1974): 39-41; Serge Guilbaut, 
How New York Stole the Idea of the Modem A rt (Chicago: University o f Chicago, 1983).

3. In thinking about these issues 1 have benefitted from conversations w ith Laura Cottingham, Bart de Baere, Charles 
Esche, Michael Lingner and Pier Luig i Tazzi.
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