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uncertain of the quality of the Lightning Field that they cannot let it stand on its
own merits? Is it so vulnerable that it cannot withstand the independent opinions
of writers?

When De Maria did release photographs for publication in Artforum, he
exerted considerable control over the way they were used. Working closely with
the magazine'’s staff and photographer John Cliett, De Maria produced what
Artforum publisher Amy Baker describes as "an artist's work”—j.e., pages
designed specially by the artist. Acknowledging that is was ““a generous, expensive
lay-out,” Baker explained that the staff felt that the work was of sufficient interest
o warrant an unusual amount of space and expense, and that the publication of
the work on the artist's terms seemed essential (o the dissemination of the work,

The number of photographs, the exculsive use of color, the number of
editorial pages—De Maria was given the cover plus five pages at the centerfold—is
unusual, to say the least, for Artforum’s artists’ pages. But particularly offensive
was the use of blank gray pages separating De Maria’s photographs [rom the
thereby implied dross of the remainder of the issuc. Evidently caught between
their desire (o see the work published and the artist’s excessive demands, Artfor-
um's staff was complicit in the mystification of the Lightning Field and the
exaggerated claims made for it.

Matters of control and access to the Lightning Field would be of litle
concern if they remained limited to this one instance. However, they are of
consequence to all artworks in the landscape, for which this work could conceiv-
ably become a model. The Dia Foundation, which is, of course, tax exempt and
therefore indirectly supported by every taxpayer, has recently received financial
support for two projects from the National Endowment for the Arts. A condition
of these grants, awarded through the Art in Public Places program, is that the
public have “free and unimpeded access” to the artwork. One of these projects is
Jim Turrell’s Sun and Moon Space, 10 be installed in Arizona. Given the
stipulations of Endowment support, one hopes that access to the work will not be
established on the model of the Lightning Field.

From a eritical perspective, as well, the management of the Lighining Field
is no trivial matter. Not only do the machinations of the artist and his sponsors in
this case reveal contempt for the enterprise of criticism, but, more importantly,
they call into question the very possibility of a criticism that secks independence
from the controlling factors of any artwork’s context.

Figures of Authority, Ciphers of
Regression

Notes on the Return of Representation
in European Painung *

BEN JAMIN H. D. BUCHLOH

The crisis consists precisely in the fact
that the old is dying and the new cannot
be born; in this interregnum a great
variety of morbid symptoms appears.
—Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks

How is it that we are nearly forced to believe that the return to traditional
modes of representation in painting around 191.5, two years ;{[lef the Il;cadygrlllade
and the Black Square, was a shift of great historical or acst.hcllc import? And how
did this shift come to be understood as an autonomous achievement of Lhe masters,
who were in fact the servants of an audience craving Igr lhc‘rcstorauon of the
visual codes of recognizability, for the reinstatement (.)[ figuration? I[_ thc. percep-
wal conventions ol mimetic rt'pr(‘scnun.ion—}hv visual :m(.l spatial orgm;lm'g
systems that had defined pictorial producu(.m since lhe.Renalssance an.d a IE
turn been systematically broken (lnwn_ since th.e m.:ddle of lhe nu?'c[cem[
century—were reestablished, if the credibility of iconic refermuah%y was rlea -
firmed, and if the hierarchy of figure-ground rc.lat.lonshlps on the picture p 'tlne
was again presented as an “ontological” condition, what olh.('r nr(l(‘rll_lg sy_fsl(.ms
outside of aesthetic discourse had to have alrcady been put n place in order to
imbue the new visual configurations with historical authenticity? In wl?al order
do these chains of restorative phenomena really occur ;nu.l how are l.h.ey ]mkcd:?> Is
there a simple causal connection, a mechanical reaction, by which growing
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political oppression necessarily and urreversibly generates traditional representa-
tion? Does the brutal increase of restrictions in socio-economic and political life
unavoidably result in the bleak anonymity and passivity ol the compulsively
mimetic modes that we witness, for example, in European painting of the mid-
1920s and early 1930s?

It would certainly appear that the attitudes of the Neue Sachlichkeit and
Pittura Metafisica cleared the way for a final takeover by such outright authoritar-
tan styles of representation as Fascist painting in Germany and Ialy and socialist
realism in Stalinist Russia. When Georg Lukdcs discussed the rise and fall of
expressionism in his “Problems of Realism,’

" he seemed 10 be aware of the
relationship of these phenomena, without,

however, clarifying the actual system
ol interaction between protoflascism and reactionary art practices: ““I'he realism of
the Newe Sachlichkeit is so obviously apologetic and leads so clearly away from
any poctic reproduction of reality that it can easily merge with the Fascist
legacy.”! Paradoxically, however, both traditional Marxism and standard liberal-
Ismexempt artists from  their responsibilities as sociopolitical individuals:
Marxism through its reflection model, with its historical determinism; liberalism
through its notion of the artist's unlimited and uninhibited freedom to produce
and express. Thus both political views extend to artists the privilege of assuming
their determinate necessity to produce unconscious representations of the ideolog-
ical world.

But would it not be more appropriate to conceive of these radical shifts of the
period between the wars, with such decisive selections of production procedures,
iconographic references, and perceptual conventions, as calculated? Should we
not assume that every artist making these decisions would be aware of their
ramifications and conscquences, of the sides they would be taking in the process of
aesthetic identification and ideological representation?

The question for us now is to what extent the re
of these modes of figurative represent
reflect and dismantle the ideologic
what extent they simply indulge

discovery and recapitulation
ation in present-day European painting
al impact of growing authoritarianism: or to
and reap the benefits of this increasingly apparent
political practice; or, worse yet, to what extent they cynically generate a cultural
climate of authoritarianism (o familiarize us with the political realities to come.

In order 1o analyze the contemporary phenomenon, it may be uselul to
realize that the collapse of the modernist idiom is not without precedent. The
bankruptey of capitalist econom ics and politics in the twentieth century has been
consistently anticipated and accompanied by a certain rhythm of aesthetic
manifestations. First there is the construction of artistic movements with great
potental for the critical dismantling of the dominant ideology. This is then

negated by those movements' own artists, who act to internalize oppression, at

1 Lukdes, p. 147
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first in haunting visions of incapacitating and inf.amilir:ing mc[ancl_}o!y and then,
at a later stage, in the outright adulation of mzlml[cstauons of”reacuonary power,
In the present excitement over “postmodernism’” and the er.1d of Lh'e avant-
garde,” it should not be forgotten that the collapse oflthe modernist pare.xdlgm is as
much a cyclical phenomenon in the history of Lwci.u.u'th-a?mury art a§ Lti thef:r_ms
of capitalist economics in iwvnlivlhA-(('ntm'y |)(.)llll(‘€ll history: ovcj]p't(‘)(‘lmdtloln,.
managed unemployment, the need lor cxp.am]mg markets ;fml plf)hts and 11(.
resultant war-mongering as the sccret promise of a ﬁ!ml solution for late capital-
ism’s problems. It seems necessary to insisl' upon seeing present dev:?l\opmcmjs m[
the larger context of these historical repetitions, in thetr nature as‘t(sp(?nse] dn.(‘
reaction to particular conditions that exist outside the confines of aesthetic
dlswlljfml;;e current debate does not place these phenomena in historical context, if
it does not see through the eagerness with which we are assured {rom all sxflc':s Lha}
the avant-garde has completed its mission and has I.)ccn accorded a position '(il
comfort within a pluralism of meanings and aesthetic ma:squerades‘ Lh_el‘l it Wll
become complicit in the creation of a climate of desperation and p.uasswltyl.-’l.“ 1(13
ideology of postmodernism seems to [org.et.lhe subtle and mam[eit po mlc]a-
oppression which is necessary to save the existing power structure. Qn yin 1suc a
climate are the symbolic modes of concrete anticipation transformed into ql egori-
cal modes of internalized retrospection. If one rcalrzc§ that mcl:imcholy 1s atl th.('
origin of the allegorical mode, one should a.lso realize that this melanchi yfls
enforced by prohibition and repression. What is taken as one of the key on s o;
postmodernist aesthetics and the central reference for any contemporary [h.'LOY}l’ 0
the return to allegory in acsthetic production ;u.ul reception, Walter B('lljdt'f’l‘lln 5
The Origin of German Tragic Drama, was written durm“g the c!awn of rising
fascism in Germany. Its author was well aware.of the work’s _allu;u{m to com.elr.l—-
porary artistic and political events, as is confirmed by Benjamin's friend Asja
Lacis: |

He said that he did not consider this thesis sim}.)ly as an z%cadcmlc

investigation but that it had very direct inuzrrclalloan}ps with acute

problems of contemporary literature. He insisted px;')l1c:l]y on the fact

that in his thesis he defined the dramaturgy of the l);]:‘()(}{}c as an

analogy to expressionism in its quest [or a formal Izmgu.agc. I'herefore

I have, so he said, dealt so extensively with the artistic problems of

allegory, emblems, and rituals.?

Or, as George Steiner describes it in his introduction to the English edition
, !
of Benjamin’s study:

2, Asja Lacis, Revolutiondr im Bevif, ed. Hildegand Brenner, Munich, 1971, p.obL



OCTOBER

As during the crises of the Thirty Years” War and its altermath, so in
Weimar Germany the extremities of political tension and economic
misery are reflected inoart and critical discussion. Having drawn the
analogy, Benjamin closes with hints towards a recursive theory of
culture: eras of decline resemble cach other not only in their vices but
also in their strange climate of rhetorical and aesthetic vehemence. . ..
Thus a study of the baroque is no mere antiquarian archival hobby: it
mirors, it anticipates and helps grasp the dark present.?

Repression and Representation

Itis generally agreed that the first major breakdown of the

modernist idiom
in twenticth-century pain Ling occurs

at the beginning of the First World War,
signaled by the end of cubism and futurism and the abandonment of critical ideals

by the very artists who had initiated those movements. Facing the deadlock of their
own academicization and the actual exhaustion of the historical significance of
their work, Picasso, Derain, Carrd, and Severini—to name but a few of the most
prominent figures—were among the first to call for a return to the traditional
g the myth of a new classicism to disguise their
condition, they insisted upon the continuation of easel painting, a mode of
production that they had shortly before pushed to its very limits, but which now
proved to be a valuable commodity which was therefore to be revalidated. From
this situation there or iginated their incapacity or stubborn refusal to face the epis-
temological consequences of their own work. Already by 1913 their ideas had been
developed further by younger artists working in cultural contexts which offered
broader historical, social, and political options to dismantle the cultural tenets of
the European bourgeoisie. This is particularly the case with Duchamp in America
and Malevich and the constructivists in Russia. But, even in Paris, such artists as
Francis Picabia recognized the imminent demise of cubism. Upon his return from
his first journey o New York in 1913, he wrote, “But, as you know, I have
surpassed this stage of development and 1 do not define mysell at all as a cubist
anymore. I have come to realize that one cannot always make cubes express the
thoughts of the brain and the feelings of the psyche.”* And in his “Manifeste de
I'Ecole Amorphiste,” published in a special issue of Camera Work in 1913 he was
evenmore explicit: “One has said of Picasso that he stuclies objects in the way a
surgeon dissects a cadaver. We do not want these bothersome cadavers anymore
which are called objects.” s

3. George Steiner, “Intoduction.” in Walter Benjamin, The Ovrigin of German Tragic Drama,
London, 1977, 1, 24,

1 Franeis Picabia, “Comment ie vois New York,™ in Francds Picabia, Paris, Musée National d’Art
Moderne, 1976, p. 66,

0. Framcis Picabia,

UNManifeste de 'Ecole Amorphisie,” ibid., 1. 68,
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Even in 1923 these polemics continued among various Eac.uons'(:[ 1.h’e
Parisian avant-garde. On the occasion of the {irs‘l p‘vrfommm'c of .l"rlstatll I/..a‘m s
“Corcur a Gaz' at the Soirée du Cocur a Barbe, a histfight broke out in lh‘:‘r d}ldlUlC.(’
when one of the artists present jumped onto the stage and sh‘outed., PICBSSE.IS
dead on the field of battle.” ¢ But even artists who had l?ccn allied with lhe. cubist
movement realized by the end of the second decade that l.l w;nis exhausted, w1lhollll.
however, necessarily advocating a return to lll.(‘ past. Blaise Cendrars, for (‘xj;nng CE
in his text “Pourquoi le cube s'effrite?”” published in 1919, annon._mced the en o‘
the relevance of the cubist language of form. On the other hand, in tl_le ve:l)’r sa;r'ml
year a number of ideological justifications appeared for the regrcsstvon u a‘li 1a([
i)cgun around 1914-15. Among the many documfmts of lhe’ new attitu be 0
al,‘{horitarian classicism are a pamphlet by the cubist dlcalcr Leoncfe }‘{‘osenl erg,
Cubisme et Tradition, published in 1920, and .Maur{cc Raynal§ Que ques
intentions du cubisme,” written in 1919 and pubhs!u“d in 1924, whlcb stated, ‘I
continue to believe that knowledge of the Masters, right und‘c‘rstandmg of [h.el]r
works, and-rcsp(:rt for tradition might provide strong support. T prope{ly rea(d.
this statement, in its attempt to legitimize the acadcmlcu..au?n of an agmgfartll
ailing cubist culture, already reveals the inherent au{horlt.atilan ten_der]l%y ok]t I(I:
myth of a new classicism. Then as now, the key terms oflthls 1deolo.glca ac a}s].
are the idealization of the perennial monuments of art history and its maste{rs, tl c
attempt to establish a new aesthetic orthodoxy, and the dcfma.nd _for respect for t 1c|-
cultural tradition. Itis endemic to the syndrome of authoritarianism that ll'appela
to and affirm the “eternal™ or ancient systems of order (the lftyv .of lhc; Ltrlzbe, L}e
authority of history, the paternal principle of lh_e master, etc.). I'hl.s unfd; 'or}‘}z;l :{
past history then serves as a screen upon which lh.(' (;onﬁgumuonls of a dt ‘('1
historical presence can be projected. In. 1915, when _P:casso signals his lr)ewm-ﬂ(i{-
representational language by portraying the cubist poet Max.]aco , rece yf
converted to Catholicism, in the guise of a Breton peasant, Flrawn in .the man'ner 0
Ingres, we get a first impression of the d(‘grf:e of. eclegl{usm that {:;.Eelcessary_:;j
create the stylistic and historical pose of.cl.assmal snmphm-ty and equili l‘l;][;l, W[,
its claim to provide access to the origins ap(_l essentials of universal | ufnclm
experience. Subsequently this historicist eclccumsn} bccomes.ar.l artistic pnll]lap (‘T
and then, as in Jean Cocteau's “Rappel a I'Ordre” of 1926, it is declared the new
ave -Lard¢ program, o
(W‘“"I:; l;’(:;alssng-.:; work the number and heterogeneity (.)[ stylistic modes quote'd
and appropriated from the fund of art.}nstory increases in 1917‘: not ‘ouly Ingresosf
classical portraits but, as a result of Picasso’s journey to Italy in the company

6 See William Rubin, Picasso, New York, Muscum of Modern Art, 1980, . 22-1._!11(- AWaAreness o;

P‘i("lﬁ\l)'ﬂ decline eventually developed even among art historians who had been pr_ovlously mmm[nl((!
o ) 1 1 o oy

to his work: "Picasso belongs to the past. . .. His downlall is one of the most upsetiing problems of ou
e al azi ed bin, p. 277).

cra’ (Germain Bazin, quoted in Rubin, : ) . o ' .

7 ( ;\f1'll|l ice Raynal, "Quelques intentions du cubisme,”™ Bulletin de Ueffort moderne, no.

(1921, 1.
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o Picasso. Portrait of Max Jacob. 7915, .

Cocteau, the iconography of the Italian commedia dell’arte
Herculaneum (not to mention the sculpture of the :
figure vases at the Louvre, the pe
the pointillism of Seurat, as Blunt, Green
out). And. of course, there is the
lend themselves so casily to the
the carly twenties. ’

and the frescoes of
. Parthenon frieze and the white
asant drawings of Millet, the late nudes of Renoir,

»and other Picasso scholars have pointed
s(‘.lf-quoluuun of synthetic cubist elements, which
high sensuousness of Picasso’s decorative style of

| Agzu: it 1}51 Maurice Raynal who naively provides the clue to an analysis of
these works when he describes Picasso’ c1

w : s Prcasso’s 1921 Three Musicia " i
magnificent shop et The ke

: _shop windows of cubist inventions and discoveries.”® The f;
floating availability of these cubist elements and their imcrchangeal.)ilit indi TC:-"
l-mw ic new language of painting—now wrenched from its (;riginalys ml.:c:)zi'e
lun('uon——»l.]as become reified as “‘style” and thus no longer fulfills any pur . b ;
to refer to itself as an aesthetic commodity within a ('{ysfum'lion'llyp rse. Tt
11'11-1 clore enters lthosc categories of artistic production that by th‘eir very natur
.m:hcr work against the impulse to dissolve reification or are oblivio y th .
Jmpuls‘c:‘ the categories of decoration, fashion, and objets d’art .
This transformation of art from the practice l
transgression ol ideology 1o the st '
and their psychosexu

discourse. Tt

: . ol the material and dialectical
to the statie affirmation of the conditions of reification
- al or 181ns i repression have been deseribed as the source of
a shuft towards the allegorical mode by Leo Bersani:

8. Ihed.
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It is the extension of the concrete into memory and fantasy. But with
the negation ol desive, we have an immobile and immobilizing type of
abstraction. Instead of imitating a process of endless substtutions
(desire’s ¢ less “travelling” among diflerent images), abstraction is
now a transcendence of the desiring process itself. And we move toward

¢

an art of allegory.?

This becomes even more evident in the iconography ol Pittura Metafisica,
which de Chirico and the former [uturist Carrda initated around 1913, The
conversion of the futurists, parallel 1o that of the cubists, involved not only a
renewed veneration of the cultural tradition of the past—as opposed to their
original lervent antipathy to the past—but also a new iconography of haunting,
pointlessly assembled quotidian objects painted with meticulous devotion to
representational conventions. De Chirico describes his paintings as stages deco-
rated for imminent but unknown and threatening acts, and insists on the
demons that are inherent in the objects of representation: ““The metaphysical work
of art seems to be joyous. Yet one has the impression that something is going to
happen in this joyous world.” 1? De Chirico speaks of the tragedy of joy, which is
nothing other than the calm before the storm, and the canvas now becomes the
stage upon which the Tuture disaster ¢ be enacted. As the Tralian historian
Umberto Silva pointed out, “De Chirico is the personilication ol Croce’s Talian
disease: not quite fascism yet, but the fear of its dawn. ™!

As was the case in Picasso’s conversion, the [uturists now fully repudiated
their carlier nonrepresentational modes and procedures of fragmentation and
pictorial molecularization. They further rejected the collage techniques by which
they had forced the simultancous presence ol heterogencous materials and
procedures within the painted surface, and through which they had underlined
the interaction of aesthetic phenomena with their social and political context. It is
surely no accident that one of Severint’s first paintings to manifest his return to
history is a work called Maternity, which represents a mother suckling an infant
in the traditional pose of the Madonna. Even more conspicuous perhaps is the
case of Carra, who had been one of the most important futurists due to his
development of nonmimetic pictorial signs, his systematic transgression of verbal
and visual codes through the insertion of verbal fragments within painting, and
his mechanization ol pictorial production processes and their juxtaposition with
pictorialized remnants of mechanical production processes. Carrd wurned at that
time to representational depictions of biblical scenes in the manner of Tuscan
painting,

9. Leo Bersini, Bavdelanre and Frewd, Bevkeley, 1977, . 98,
10. Giorgio de Chivico, “Uber die metaphysische Konst, in WWor Metaphyseker, Bevling nad., p. 15,
. Umberto Sitvi, Kunst wnd Tdeologie des Fasclnsomes, Frnklhoee, 1975, po 18
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Gino Severini. Spherical Expansion of Light
(Cenurifugal), 1914. (Left.) Maternity. 1916. (Right.)

Art, Past and Master

To the very same extent that the rediscovery of history serves the authoritar-
ian purpose of justifying the failure of modernism, the atavistic notion of the
master artist is reintroduced to continue a culture oriented to an esoteric elite, thus
guaranteeing that elite's right to continued cultural and political leadership. The
language of the artists themselves (or rather these particular artists, for there is an
opposite definition of artistic production and culture simultaneously developing
i the Soviet Union) blatantly reveals the intricate connection between aesthetic
mastery and authoritarian domination. Three examples from three different
decades may serve to illustrate this aesthetic stance:

Hysteria and dilewantism are damned to the burial urns. I believe that
everybody is [ed up now with dilettantism: whether it be in politics,
literature, or painting.—Giorgio de Chirico, 1919.12

12. Giorgio de Chirico, Valori Plastici, Nos. 3-1, Rome, 1919, This phenomenon finds its carliest
explicit manifestation in de Chirico’s declaration “Pictor sum classicus,” with which he concludes
emphatically his call for a return to the law of history and classic order, a manifesto called “The
Return to the Craft” published in Valori Plastici in 1919, Like Carlo Carra in his *'Pittura Metahsica,”
also published in 1919, de Chirico not only requests the return to the “classic’” tradition and the
“masters” of that tradition (Uccello, Giotto, Piero della Francese a)

. but o the specilic nationality ol
that tradition,

This is the mostobvious of the three historical fictions in that authoritarian construct of

e e — —
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' Carlo Carra. Pauriotic Celebration. 1914, (Left.) The
Daughters of Loth. 1919, (Right.)

Socialism has only been invented for the mediocre and the weak. Can
you imagine socialism or communism in Love or in Art? One would

a return o the past, since the :1;(!il>11—9.||;|!<“;|.~. a socio-cconomic and political ordering system did not
XSt s ume these masters” production. ‘ 7 . )
exist .lthI!i]: <I»!I:;:,‘ h(:_[;i‘}::l 1o find I;n,];‘.\ name 511|)&('<|||(‘11|!\' among l|ll":||l.l.\l.\. u.'lm \r_t_(nlm! th(l' ) E\:i;.:l‘[l:mm
of Fascist Painting” in 1933 which reads as follows: “]‘721&(1.31 ;:\lrl rejects research and experiments. ...
The style of Fascist ant has 1o orient itself I(J\\'.ll'(!* antiquity. o N

It seems that with inereasing aunthoritar i;uu{.ln in the |)|<‘_\“l']1|l|'Hj projection mlurl 1‘( p;lls‘l. ;rtls m‘
be removed further and further away—{from Renaissance o antiguity in I‘Ius (':l.'.i(‘.'l\'h}llt"tr‘ql) nj{(lbyvrt
find this substitution of present history by mnemaosynic fictions ol past hlﬁlmy.l.l'l an (SS.II) )3'7 cr ‘(T
Savinio, published in Paloyr Plasticr i TO2E: 7 Memory generates ony l|ltr;1g_:.l1l\ juu: n.m‘ |<;;}|:\Ii . .”“.(.
are forever the devoted and faithful sons of Memory. Memory is om past re s ;1].-«).1 1 ]TN 8 .II o Iu[‘
men, of all men who have preceded us. And since Il',l('l!lla].)“ is the ordered recollection of our thoughts
: se J 15, memory s our rehigion: religio. ] )
. l!"\)‘:fkh::[l lllllltc- (I)}1|:-(||I:!'1’::1('| ]hi\'t'rn-i:m Jean Clair tries to urln!nsmml these phvn_mnvn:z m_m]r!_v ;3[ Ilihmr
historical and political contexe, his lt-nninuiugy_. w!mh. I .-mp])c_)h(-(! to ('§p|;nn 1:\l'§(-lrr.nTlr.|:l :(h(?‘:(]z
and save them for a new reactionary amti-modernist art Ill\.‘-ll" y \.\"!‘ii.lllg, ||;|.\‘ 1o (’ITI]). Oy t. 1 mlt;'ll B ‘i.r
ol authoritarianism, the fatherland, and the [m}(‘»g.nl I}t'l:tug(': | lI"".‘(.."“!”“‘“.],Sl“T"_“_ 10 (.{|,'[‘(..:,‘,,“‘: "
paternal heritage, they do not even drein of n‘(‘m-nng .. .. N"”f lassicism .t:s I,W“f ,|:~ .nlm;( 17 ;min ,,
the exile, far from the lost fatherland which is also that of pamting, !h({' ln’.wt !-.Hh(li..l‘nf \;) I'M,. | (1.‘;_:1
(Jean Clair, “Metafisica of Unheimlichkeit,” in Les Realismes [919-1939, Paris, Musée Natuonal d'Ax
Moderne, 1981, p. 32).
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Franeis Picabia. Tabac-Rat or Dance of Saint Guy.
1919-21. (Left.) Prinemps. 1942 (Right.)

burst into laughter—if one were not thre

atened by the consequences, —
Francis Picabia, 1927.13

and finally, Picasso's notorious statement from 1935:

There ought to be an absolute dictatorship . .
ers ... a dictatorship of one painter . . . to suppress all those who have
betrayed us, to suppress the cheaters, (o suppress the tricks, to suppress

mannerisms, to suppress charms, to suppress history, to suppress a
heap of other things.

- adictatorship ol paint-

13. “Francis Picabia conure Dada ou le Retour a la Raison,”
“The Return to Reason™ and “The Return to Order’
authoritarian neoclassicism, but also share

in Comoedia, March 14, 1927. p. L
"not only espoused almost identical programs of
«d the same supposed cnemies and targets of attack. Dada
was, of course, one of them, so it seems useful in this context to recall the attitudes of the liter
neoclassicist ‘1. S, Eliot towards dada: “My. Aldington weated Mr,
wintled at the flood of Dadaism which his prescient ey
rod. ... A very great book may have a very bad influene
his peers, not 1o a studio Tull of uneducated and undisct
and Myth.” The Dial, vol. 1,XXV [1923]. pp. 4180-183)
KN Pablo Picasso, in conversation with Chyisti

ary
Joycee as a prophet of chaos and
saw bursting (orth at the tap of the magician’s
eindeed. ... A man of genius is responsible to
plined coxcombs™ (T, 8, Eliot, *“t Hysses, Order

an Zevvos, in Caliers d'Avt, vol. X, no. | (1935), 173.
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Christian Schad. Poriait of a Woman. 7920 (1.eft.)
> Sell-Portait. 1927, (Right.)

Like senile old rulers who refuse to step down, the stubbornness aqd spiltc.oi
the old painters increase in direct proportion to the inn.au: s.ens:c.o[ the mva_hduy
of their claims to save a cultural practice that had lost its viability. When., in the
1 carly twenties, the former German dadaist Christian Schad attempts a definition o
the Neue Sachlichkeit by portraying members of the Weimar hautemonde .an.d
demimonde in the manner of Renaissance portraits; when, in 1933, Ka,mmn
Malevich portrays himsell and his wife in Renaissance costumes; then obvlousl\:
the same mechanism of authoritarian alienation is at work. In a text from 1926
Schad delivers a complete account of the syndrome’s most conspicuous features:

Oh, it is so casy to turn one’s back on Raphael. Because it is so difficult
to be a good painter. And only a good painter is able to paim. w‘ell.
Nobody will ever be a good painter if he is only capable of painting
well. One has to be born a good painter. . . . Italy opened my eyes about
my artistic volition and capacity. ... In Italy the art is ancient and
ancient art 1s often newer than the new art.!s

1h Christian Schad, statement in exhibition catalogue, Galerie Wiirthle, Vienna, !927. _Sc(‘fa[so a
n‘(-‘-n Iy identical statement by the former expressionist Otto Dix: ““The new clement of painting for my«
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Kasimur Malevich. Black Cross. 1915, (Left.) Sell-
Portrait. 1933, (Right.)

Alexander Rodchenko. Oval Hanging (Ionslm(.'lirm.
1920, (Left.) Romance (Circus Scene). 1935, (Right.)

The idealization of the painter's craft, the hypostasis of a past culture that
serves as a fictitious realm of successful solutions and achievements that have
become unattainable in the present, the glorification of the Other culture—in this
case Italy—all of these features—currently discussed and put into practice once
again—recur through the first three decades of twentieth-century modernism.
They seck to halt that modernism and to deny its historical necessity as well as to
deny the dynamic flux of social life and history through an extreme form of
authoritarian alienation from these processes. It is important to see how these
symptoms are rationalized by the artists at the time of their appearance, how they
are later legitimized by art historians, and how they are finally integrated into an
ideology of culture.

The concepts of “aesthetic paradox”™ and “novelty,” essential features of
avant-garde practice, serve as explanations for these contradictions. Here, for

resides in the intensification of forms of expression which in nuce exist already as givens in the work of
old masters” (in Das Objekt ist das Primdre, Berlin, 1927). Compare this with the statement by George
Grosz, a peer of Schad and Dix: ““The return to French classicist painting, to Poussin, Ingres, and
Corot, is an insidious [ashion of Biedermeier. It seems that the political reaction is therefore followed

by am intellectual reaction” (in Das Kunstblatt, 1922, as a reply to Paul Westheim's inquiry " T'owards a
New Naturalism? ™),

Gy ey e e i s i e e

example, is Christopher Green's justification for Cocteau’s and Picasso’s neo-

classicism:
For Cocteau a return to narrative clarity and to form in the novel did
not mean a denial ol paradox, and in the same way neither did' areturn
to representation in painting. Indeed it seems possible that it was at
least partially out of a sense of paradox that Picasso Lurmﬂ against tl.le
antirepresentational dogma associated with Cubism to revive Ingres in
1915. ... Cocteau suggests that where audacity had become
convention—as in the Parisian avant-garde—the resurrection of the old
modes could create a special kind of novelty: that looking backwards
the artist could even more dramatically look forward. There is no direct
evidence that Picasso consciously aimed to create such a paradox, but
the [act remains . .. that by turning back he did achicve novelty and
that his perverse development of Synthetic Cubism and representa-
tional styles alongside one another between 1917 and 1921 was calcu-
lated to throw the paradox implicit in his progressive move backwards
into the highest possible relief.®

16, Christopher Green, Léger and the Avantgarde, London, 1976, p. 218,
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The Carnival of Style

The degree of congruity between Cocteau’s antimodernist stance (or should
we say cliché of ahistorical thought?) and the arguments against avant-garde
practice in the art press's current discussion of postmodernism is striking. The
stereotype of the avant-garde's audacity having become convention is, of course,
used primarily by those who wint (o disguise their new conservatism as its own
kind of audacity (Cocteau at the time of “Rappel @ I'Ordre” had just turned 1o
Catholicism). They deny the fact that conventionalization itself is a maneuver to
stlence any form of critical negation, and they wish to share in the benefits that
hourgeois culture bestows on those who support false consciousness as it is
embodied in cultural conventions, With regard to historical eclecticism, the
congruity between the neoclassicists of the 1920s and the contemporary figuration
is even more astounding. Intellectual acrobatics are needed to make the ideologi-
cal stance look like an organic historical necessity, as opposed to a constn:lct
determined by extreme social and political factors. Whatever we are to understand
I?y' a “progressive move backwards” or a “paradox as novelty,” and however
Green's observation of Picasso’s “perverse development” indicates his limited
awareness ol the contradictions resulting from the
modate a cultural notion of the master who necess
to achievement, it becomes even more evident th
cannot explain the contradictions when we read:

art historian’s need 1o accom-
arily moves from achievement
at the art historian’s maneuvers

His [Picasso’s] work between 1917 and 1921, ranging as it did from a
gay Synthetic Cubism to a sober Classicism repeatedly confirmed the
irrelevance for him of having a style and the relevance for him of
Cocteau’s idea of “style.”” The bright color planes of Cubism are right
for the carnival brilliance of the 1918 Arlequin, the sheer [iguraiive
weight of Roman fresco painting and of Ingres’ Madame Mkoz'tessz'er
were right for the monumental stability of La Femme assise lisant: the
implication was that any style, old or new, could be adapted 1o
Picasso’s needs, could be made su bject to his will. 17

Style, the very gem ol reified art-historical thinking, the fiction that there
could be a pictorial mode or a discursive practice that
autonomously —traditionally rejected by artists—is now applicd by the artists to
imbue these exhausted modes with historical meaning. “All the wasms have
become isms,” is a vulgar contemporary variation on the theme of historicism put

forward by the self-styled spokesman of postmodernist architecture, Charles
Jencks.,

might function

Style then becomes the ideological equivalent of the

_Decon commodity: its univer-
sal exchangeability, its [reclloating avail

ability indicating a historical moment

17. Thid.
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ol closure and stasis. When the only option left to aesthetic discourse is the
maintenance of its own distribution system and the circulation of its commodity
forms, it is not surprising that all “audacities have become convention’ and that
paintings start looking like shop windows decorated with [ragments and quota-
tions of history.

Nonc of the manifold features of this eclecticism should be seen as random:
they confum one another in an intricate network of historical meaning, which
may, however, be read differently from the intentions of the authors or the interests
ol their audience and the art historians who constitute their cultural reception.
This transformation of the subversive function of aesthetic production to plain
alfirmation necessarily manifests itself in every detail of production. The discovery
of “history” as a treasure trove into which one might dip for the appropriation of
abandoned elements of style is but one obvious step. The secret attraction of the
iconography of Italian theater for Picasso and others at that time becomes more
comprehensible in such a perspective. The Harlequins, Pierrots, Bajazzos, and
Pulcinelles invading the work of Picasso, Beckmann, Severini, Derain, and oth-
ers in the early twenties (and, in the mid-thirties, even the work of the former
constructivist/productivist Rodchenko in Russia) can be identified as ciphers of an
enforced regression. They serve as emblems for the melancholic infantilism of the
avant-garde artist who has come to realize his historical failure. The clown
[unctions as a social archetype of the artist as an essentially powerless, docile, and
entertaining figure performing his acts of subversion and mockery from an
undialectical fixation on utopian thought.!8

18. When Max Beckmann in the twenties referred 1o himsell as the “alienated clown and the
mysterious king'”” he expressed precisely the unconscious dilemma of the artist’s Aluctuation between
authoritarian rule and melancholy, as George Steiner puts it in his introduction to The Origin of
German Tragic Drama: “Prince and Puppet are impelled by the same frozen violence' (p. 18). Renato
Poggioli described this dilemma without coming to an adequate understanding: “Aware that
hourgeois socicty looks at him only as a charlatan the artist deliber ately and ostentatiously assumes the
role ol the comic actor. From this stems the myth of the artist as paglicccio and mountebank. Between
the alternating extremes of sell-criticism and self-pity, the artist comes to see himself as a comic victim
and sometimes as a wagic victim, although the later scems 1o be predominant” (Renato Poggioli,
“T'he Artist in the Modern World,” in The Spirit of the Letter, Cambridge, 1965, p. 327).

This new icon of the clown is only matched in [requency in the paintings of that period by the
representation of the manichino, the wooden puppet, the reified body, originating from both shop-
window decoration and from the props of the classical artist's studio. 1 the first icon appears in the
context of the carnival and the circus as the masquerades of alienation from present history, the second
appears on the stage set of reification. With due historical transformation we can observe parallel
phenomena in the iconography of the “New Painting.”” As described in the following example: “The
comic and the sell-effacing aspects ... loom very large (and ver y small in the work of many recent
artists). Miniaturization, stick figures, dimpled dollies, micro freaks and the humanoid progeny of
Krazy Kat are all part of an ever increasing Lilliputian population; the doll house syndrome is very
much with us” (Klaus Kertess, “Figuring It Out,”” Artforum, November 1980, p. 30). Or, a more
adequate eritical understanding of these phenomena: “In another of a long string of ironic (?) refusals
of virtwosity and ‘sensitivity.” painters have recently adopted a reduced brutish figuration (seemingly
chosen from a lexicon of the drastically damaged mentally) whose nihilism strikes not at any society in
particular but at “civilization’—a familiar desperate move” (Martha Rosler, unpublished notes on
quotation ),
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This carnival of eclecticism, this theatrical spectacle, this window dressing of
self-quotation becomes transparent as a masquerade of alienation from history, a
return of the repressed in cultural costume. It is essential to the functioning of
historicism and its static view of history that it assemble the various fragments of
historical recollection and incantation according to the degree of projection and
identification that these images of the past will provide for the needs of the present.
Quite unlike the modernist collage, in which various fragments and materials of
experience are laid bare, revealed as fissures, voids, unresolvable contradictions,
irreconcilable particularizations, pure heterogeneity, the historicist image pursues
the opposite aim: that of synthesis, of the tllusory creation of a unity and totality
which coneeals its historical determination and conditioned partucularity. ' This
appearance of a unified pictorial representation, homogeneous in mode, material,
and style, is treacherous, supplying as it does acsthetic pleasure as false conscious-
ness, or vice versa. If the modernist work provides the viewer with perceptual clues
to all its material, procedural, formal, and ideological qualities as part of its
modernist program, which therefore gives the viewer an experience of increased
presence and autonomy of the self, then the historicist work pretends to a
successful resolution of the modernist dilemma of aesthetic self-negation, particu-
larization, and restriction to detail, through absence, leading to the seductive
domination of the viewer by the Other, as Julia Kristeva has described the
experience of alicnation and perversion that ideology imposes on the subject.

1. Fhese “concealed collages' in painting represent atalse unification. Fredric Jameson deseribes
this analogous avempt at unification in literatare: .. the mirage of the continuity of personal
dentity, the organizing unity of the psyche or the personality, the concept of socicty itself, and not
least. the notion of the organic unity of the work ol art” (Fables of Aggression, Berkeley, 1980, 1. 8).
The term “painted collages ™ was used by Max Ernstin his “Auv-dela de la Peinture™ in 1936 to describe
the painting of Magritte and Dali, Ol course Ernst was not able to provide a historical differentiation
between the original collage technigues and their implications and the atempt of renewed painterly
unification of fragmentation, fissures, and discontinuity of the plastic language. Since then several
authors have deseribed the phenomenon of the “painted collage’ in the neoclassicist paintings and
their peculiar unreal spatiality, a surface and pictorial space that seem 1o be made of glass or ice. See,
for example, Wicland Schmicd. “Piuura Metafisica et Nouvelle Objectivité,” in Les Realismes
1909-1939, . 22, This is of course the spatial configuration of the static melancholic experience which
is Tcaed on the authoritarian images ol the alien and the ancient aned tha recognizes itsell in the
shimmering surface of classicist painting that seems o contain life in a shrine. The most haunting
tmage of this idealized classical beauty is given in Baudelaire's poem “La Beautd:

Je suis belle. 6 mortels! comme un réve de pierre,
Et mon sein, ot chacun s'est meuroi our A tour,
Est fait pour inspirer au pocte un amour

Eternel et muet ainsi que la maticre,

Je tréne dans 'azur comme un sphinx incompris;
Junis un coeur de neige i Ia blancheur des oygnes;
Je hais le mouvement qui déplace Tes Tignes,

Er pamais je ne pleure of s e ne ris,
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The Returns of the New

The meaning structure of art seems to
have been wundergoing reorganization
while the market merely faltered briefly
and then regained its stride. The '70s
may turn oul to have been a revanchist
period in which controlling influences
within audience and market elites re-
grouped to reestablish the stratification
of the audience and its objects, thereby
reasserting, for example, the preemi-
nence of painting as artifactual meaning

bearer and as tangible investment.
—Martha Rosler, “Lookers, Buyers,
Dealers, Makers: Thoughts on
Audience”

Perceptual and cognitive models and their modes ol artistic production
function in a manner similar to the libidinal apparatus that generates, employs,
and receives them. Historically, they lead a life independent of their original
contexts and develop specific dynamics: they can be easily reinvested with different
meanings and adapted to ideological purposes. Once exhausted and made obsolete
by subsequent models, these production modes can generate the same nostalgia as
does iconic representation for an obsolete code. Emptied of their historical
function and meaning, they do not disappear but rather drift in history as empty
vessels waiting to be filled with reactionary interests in need of cultural legitima-
tion. Like other objects of cultural history, aesthetic production modes can be
wrenched from their contexts and functions, to be used o display the wealth and
power of the social group that has appropriated them.

To invest these obsolete modes with meaning and historical impact requires,
however, that they be presented as radical and new. The seeret awareness of their
obsolescence is belied by the obsession with which these regressive phenomena are
announced as innovation. “The New Spirit of Painting,” “The New Fauves,”

“Naive Nouveau,” “II Nuove Nuove,” “The Italian New Wave™ are some of the
labels attached 1o recent exhibitions of retrograde contemporary art (as though the
prefix neo did not indicate the restoration of preexisting forms). It is significant in
this regard that the German neoexpressionists who have recently received such
wide recognition in Europe (presumably to be followed by a similar acclaim in
North America) have been operating on the [ringes of the German art world for
almost twenty years. Their “newness” consists precisely in their current historical
availability, not in any actual innovation of artistic practice.

The historical specificity of iconographic codes is generally more apparent
than that of production procedures and materials. It had seemed until recen uy, for
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example, that the representation of sainis and clowns, of Tamale nudes and
landscapes, was entirely proscribed as an authentic expression of individual or
collective experience. This proscription did not extend, though, to less conspicu-
ous aspects of pictorial and sculptural production. Excited brushwork and heavy
impasto paint application, high contrast colors and dark contours are sull
perecived as “painterly” and Yexpressive” twenty years after Stella's, Ryman’s, and
Richter’s works demonstrated that the painted sign is not transparent, but is a
coded structure which cannot be an unmediated “expression.” Through its
repetition the physiognomy of this painterly gesture so “full of spontaneity”
becomes, in any case, an empty mechanics. There is only pure desperation in the
recently reiterated claim of “energism,” which betrays a secret foreboding of the
instant reification that awaits such a naive notion of the liberating potential of
apolitical and undialectical aesthetic practices.

But the intentions of the artists and their apologists remain to be understood,
because contrary to their claim to psychic universality they in fact “express’ only
the needs of a very circumscribed social group. If “expressivity” and “‘sensuous-
ness” have again become criteria of aesthetic evaluation, if we are once again
confronted with depictions of the sublime and the grotesque—complementary
experiential states of modernism’s high culture products—then that notion of
sublimation which defines the individual’s work as determined by alienation,
deprivation, and loss is reaffirmed. This process is simply described by Lillian
Robinson and Lise Vogel:

Suffering is portrayed as a personal struggle, experienced by the
individual in isolation. Alicnation becomes a heroic discase for which
there Is no social remedy. Irony masks resignation to a situation one
cannot alter or control. The human situation is seen as static, with
certain external forms varying but the eternal anguish remaining,
Every political system is perceived to set some small group into power,
so that changing the group will not affect our “real” (that is private)
lives. ... Thus simply expressed, the elements of bourgeois ideology
have a clear role in maintaining the status quo. Arising out of a system
that functions through corporate competition for profits, the ideas of
the bourgeoisic imply the ultimate powerlessness of the individual, the
futility of public action and the necessity of despair.20

Modernist high culture canonized aesthetic constructs with the appellation
“sublime” when the artists in question had proven their capacity to maintain
utopian thought in spite of the conditions of reification, and when, instead of
actively attempting to change those conditions, they simply shifted subversive

20. Lillian Robinson and 1.ise Vogel, "Modernism and History,”

"New Literary Tstory, vol. 111, no.
1. p. 196,
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intentions into the aesthetic domain. The autitude of .imlix_'i(_luall powerlessness and
despanr s already reaflivmed e the rc-sig;n;nurn Illl[)ll('ll' m a return o .t'[.w
traditional wools of the craft of painting and in the cynical aceeptance Ul its
historical limitations and its materially, perceptually, and cognitively primitivist
forms of signification. . .
Such paintings, experienced by a certain audience as sensuous, expressive,
and energete, perform and glovify the vitual of instant exc itation ;lljd.pcrpcluall.y
postponed gratification that is the bourgeois mode of experience. This bourgeois
model of sublimation—which has, of course, been countered .!)y an avant-garde
tradition ol negation, a radical denial of that model's }.)cr;_:eu'a‘uons.of the extreme
division of labor and specialization ol sexual role behavior—finds its appropriate
manifestation in the repeated revitalization of obsolete rcpresentaupnal and
expressive pictortal practices. It is not accin.!cntal that .B'alth.us—champlon .of the
bourgeois taste for high titillation with his scopophilic pictures of sleeping or
otherwise unaware adolescent female nudes—has recently recel'x"ed rene.wed ac-
claim and is regarded as one of the patriarchal figures of ‘Lhe.”ncw ﬁgurau_on. Nor
is 1t accidental that not one ol the German neoexpressionists or Fhe Italian Art.e
Ciphra painters is female. At a time when cultural [)TO(I}JCUOI} in every ﬁeld 1s
becoming increasingly aware of, if not actively countering, the oppression of
ll'll(ffll‘()ll‘;ll role distinctions based on the ('onsn'm‘tl(m.o[ sexual dlﬂt‘l"-{‘ll.(‘.(,‘,
contemporary art (or at least that segment of it that is currently receiving
prominent museum and market exposure) returns to concepls of psyclllosexual
organization that date from the origins of bourg?ms charaftlcr [orxnallgn. The
i)<>i:r‘g('(1is concept of the avant-garde as the domain of h(‘r()lff .maie.' subllmallgn
[unctions as the ideological complement and culwaral I(':vummuon of social
repression. Laura Mulvey has ;maly:zcd this phenomenon in the context of the
“visual pleasure’ ol cinematic experience:
Woman then stands in patriarchal culture as signifier for the mal'e
other, bound by a symbolic order in which man can live out }115
phantasies and obsessions through linguistic command by imposing
them on the silent image of woman still tied to her place as bearer of
meaning, not maker of meaning.?!

and Max Kozloff puts it explicitly in the context of the visual arts:

Further scouting might produce more evidence that virilily.is often
cquated with the probing ol space or the Tnuslcrful br.ushm.g of a
surface. The metaphor of sculptural extension or haltlnllg with the
canvas s casily sexualized because it conflates two desirable goals
associated with the encrgy ol creation. With Expressionist (hcot_"y,
German and American, we are never far removed from its special

21 Laa Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narvative Cinema,™ Sereen, vol, XV no. 8 (1975), 7.
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awa. . The imagery of modern art, of course, is rich with overtones
ol masculine aggression and depersonalization of woman .22

Theabandonment of painting as sexual mectaphor that occurred around 1915
implied not only formal and aesthetic changes but also a critique of traditional
models of sublimation. This is most evident in Duchamp’s interest in androgyny
and in the constructivists” wish to abolish the production mode of the individual
master in lavor ol one oriented o collective and utilitarian practice. In contradis-
tinction, those painting practices which operate under the naive assumption that
gestural delineation, high contrast color, and heavy impasto are immediate
tunmediated, noncoded) representations of the artist's desire propagate the
traditional role model; and they do so far more cffectively than the painting
practices which systematically investigate their own procedures. The former’s
attraction and success, its role and impact with regard to notions of high culture
and the hierarchy of the visual arts, are governed by its complicity with these
models of psychosexual organization. Carol Duncan has described how psycho-
sexual and ideological concepts interrelate, how they are concealed and mediated
in carly twentieth-century expressionist painting:

According 1o their paintings, the beration of the artist means the

domination of others: his Irecdom requires their unfrecdom., Far from

contesting the established social order, the male-female relationship

that these paintings imply—the drastic reduction of women to objects

ol specialized male interests—embodies on a sexual level the basic class

relationship of capitalist society. In fact such images are splendid

metaphors for what the wealthy collectors who ceventually acquired
them did 1o those beneath them in the social as well as the sexual

hierarchy. However, if the artist is willing to regard women as merely a

means o his own ends, if he exploits them to achieve his boast of

virility, he, in his tarn, must merchandise and sell himself—an illusion

of himsell and his intimate life—on the open, competitive avant-garde

market. He must promote (or get dealers and critic friends to promote)

the value of his special credo, the authenticity of his special vision,

and—most importantly—the genuineness of his antihourgeois antag-
onism. Ultimately, he must be dependent on and serve the pleasure of

this very bourgeois world or enlightened segments of it that his art and
life seem to contest.?3

Inasimuch as this sexual and artistic role is itsclf reihied, peinture—the

22 Max Koslofl, “T'he Authoritarian Personality i Modern Art,
197 5010,

28, Canol Duncan, “Virility :imd Domination in Ealy Twenticth Century P
NI nos 9 (June 1971), 58,

“ertforum, vol. XII, no. 8 (May

untmg,” Artforum, vol,
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fetishized mode of artistic production—can assume ll'.1(_' lur.l('!iou of an ;t(rstlh(‘lu‘
equivalent and provide a corresponding (ullum.! uiynldu-;mnn h_).! 11\(}\\'}("“'3‘. 1:4({{
surprisingly, then, both German Il(‘n('x!)r(‘sslnllISIS aned Ttalian Arte , .11? ][t
painters draw heavily upon the stock of painterly styles that |‘n'(‘d_;m‘ the I.W():.n..l_lt)‘]
shifts in twentieth-century art history: fauvism, expressionism, and_ Pittura
Metafisica before Duchamp and  constructivism; sun'(-all?'l. automatism ;n']d
abstract expressionism  before Rauschenberg and M::m.,nnl_—l‘hc two (‘55(_:1:”!&]
instances in modern art when the production process of painting was radically
questioned for its claim to orgainc unity, aura, and presence, and replaced by
heterogeneity, mechanical procedures, and scriahly._ o R
The contemporary regressions of "lmslmodvm15.1 painting and ar(‘hm\.umc
are similar in their iconic eclecticism to the neuclussut.mn of l’u.'asso. Carra, and
others. A variety of production procedures and aesthetic categories, as \fvell as lhel
perceptual conventions that generated them, are now wrcisth [.mm ‘thc1r orlgllr}a
historical contexts and reassembled into a spcrt;.u‘lc ol a.vzullah:hly. 1 hey postu' ftte‘
an experience of history as private property; their funct ton is that «_)I‘ d("c tl)rjxm.l I) 1¢
gaudy frivolity with which these works underscore thF:n awareness ()! the ep 1‘L‘m-
%ral function they perform cannot conceal the malc.rml l;md 1(1@()10g1c:iF interests
they serve; nor can their aggrcssivily‘r and bravura disguise the exhaustion of the
cultaral ])r;l('li(‘('s they try to mantain, o . )
‘The works of the contemporary Ttalians explicitly revive, thmng‘.h quotation,
historical production processes, iconugmphic 1‘c{cn'c‘11(:(‘s, and :u'st.heuc categories.
Their techniques range from fresco painung. ((,lemcple) to casting sculpturf’ in
bronze (Chia), from highly stylized primitivist firawm_g to gestural abslractilgr;.
Iconographic references range from representations c)] saints (SZIIV(.).)‘ 12.1110([15‘1
quotations from Russian constructivism ((.Jlna). wElh ('qun!. ve sc.m ‘ulyl t 1(.y
orchestrate a program of dysfunctional plastic categories, often integrated into a
scenario of aesthetic surplus: [reestanding figurative s«:u!ptu‘r(‘ combined with an
installation of aquatint etchings, architectural murals with small-scale easel
paintings, reliefl constructions with iconic objects. . ) ) f
The German neoexpressionists are equally protean in their unearthing 0‘
atavistic production modes, including even })Iilnl[l\’lsl_I‘I.(‘W_n \.,v.r_:o(,l! ‘[)F)Iy’(‘lerIjrl(
sculpture, paraphrasing the (-xp:'(’ssiomst. p;tmph{‘usv ol primitive m.t {hmln.cnj
dorfl ). The rediscovery ol ancient teutonic graphic Fu_!mlqu(-s such as wooc (tl[h‘
and linocuts flourishes (Baselitz, Kiefer), as does !hu.r I(‘t)1?()g'l;l[)ll)’: the nude, the
still life, the landscape, and what these artists conceive ol as allegory. ’ .
Concomitant with the fetishization of painting in the ('I:E]E, (‘)f peinture is a
fetishization of the perceptual experience of the work as rfurm'n‘.. [_h(‘ contrivance
of aura is crucial for these works in order that they {u][:ll.llrv.n‘ function as !l-ll(‘
luxury products ol a fictitious high culture. In the t;lllg:lni:ly :A)[ the llln.}lll.(i.
figured through crafted surface textures, aura and commodity ('()'d]L-‘.S(‘.('. Only Isufc, !
synthetic uniqueness can satisfy the contempt th.;nt ])Uul‘ﬁ('()l& (hzuzlucr'}m!‘( s ‘(?Il
the “vulgarities” of social existence; and only this “aura®™ can generate “aesthetic
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pl(‘u.sur(."' n .[h(‘ narcissistic character disorder that results from this contel
Meyer Schapiro saw this symbiotic relationship between certain artists
patrons in 1935: “The artist's frequently asserted ant
does not bring

mpt.

ST ‘ . agonism to organized socicty
: him into conflict with his patrons, since they share his contempt for
the public and are indifferent to practical social life.”24

The aesthetic attraction of these eclectic painting
nostalgia for that moment in the past when the paiming}
had historical authenticity. ‘

practices originates in a
modes to which they refer
But the specter of derivativeness hovers over Cevery
contemporary attempt to resurrect figuration, representation

,

: and traditional
modes of production.

. I'his is not so much because they actually derive from
pm'l':(_‘u];n'.pr('( edents, but because their attempt to reestablish forlorn aesthetic
posttions nmmediately sitates them in historical sccondariness. .
(.JI mstant acclaim achieved by affirming the status quo
1nnc.n'ulion. The primary function of such cultural re-present:
mation of the hieratics of ideological domination.

That is the price
under the guise of
iions is the confir-

o ovs . 1 {
2. Mever Schapiro. quoted in Kozloff,

Gino Severini. The Two Clowns, 7922,

and their
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National Identity and Product Protection

... but the European has been unhoused
for a long time, he is a déraciné, and as
he could in no way face up to it and did
not have the courage lo admil il, he
became a parvenu. To be a parvenu
means Lo maintain the pretense of being
at home in the world . ..

—Otto Freundlich, Bulletin D, 1919

If the raison d'ére ol historicist work is that ol private property, and fashion
the discourse in which it manifests and maintains itsell, then it is only natural that
the work itsell has the characteristics of the cliché: compulsively repeated gestures
emptied of meaning and congealed into grotesques. Beyond the obsolete and
stereotyped conception of the artist’s role and character; beyond the fetishized
conventions, procedures, and materials which we have analyzed; these clichés are
most casily recognized in the artists” call for a return to national culture with its
“roots and laws.”

Carra’s demand for italianitd in the 1920s now recurs in both Italian and
German painting as the claim of national cultural identity. But such a claim
cannot hide its economic {unction as product protection in the increasingly
competitive international art market. Its ideological function has been defined by
Fredric Jameson in another context:

National allegory should be understood as a formal attempt to bridge
the increasing gap between the existential data of everyday life within a
given nation state and the structural tendency of monopoly capital to
develop on a worldwide, essentially transnational scale. . . .2

Just as history has been rediscovered as an inexhaustible source for fictions of
identity and subjectivity in commercial culture (lashion, advertising, etc.), so the
regressive practices of “high™ cultural production provide luxury goods directed
at the identity and subjectivity of the managerial class. When Lenin said that
“Nationality and Fatherland are essential forms of the bourgeois system,” he
could hardly have anticipated that “history” would subsequently assume the same
function. The nostalgia ol artistic production lor its own past conventions
corresponds to this class’s nostalgia for its past processes of individuation at the
time of its historical ascendancy.

The very same call for a return to the fictions of national and cultural
identity as we observed in the regressive art of the twenties is now taking place in

r

Jameson, Fables of Ageression. p. 91,
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Arte Ciphra and neoexpressionism. Frequent references to the late de Chirico and
the painterly manner of Sironi's work of the twenties occur in contemporary
Italian painting, while the current German painters refer 1o the pictorial charac-
teristics and production techniques of German expressionism.

The reference 1o expressionism in contemporary West-German art is the
natural move to make at a time when the myth of cultural identity is to be
established specifically against the dominance of American art during the entire
period ol reconstruction, Since the Second World War, expressionism, the
“German intuition” of early twentieth-century modern painting, has received
increasing esteem. It had of course lacked just this esteem in the post-World War |
period, prior to its eventual suppression under fascism. But during the early
sixties skyrocketing prices indicated that expressionism had achieved the status of
a national treasure, the best of the pre-Fascist heritage of German cultare. As
opposed to the political radicalism of Berlin dada, expressionism presented an
avant-garde position acceptable to the newly reconstituted upper middle class, and
it thus became the key object for historical study, collection, and speculation. The
apolitical humanitarian stance of the expressionist artists, their devotion to
spiritual regeneration, their critique of technology, and their romanticization of
exotic and primal experience perfectly accorded with the desire for an art that
would provide spiritual salvation from the daily experience of alienation resulting
from the dynamic reconstruction of postwar capitalism.

The generation of contemporary neoexpressionists—now in their lorties—
received their education during this period from artists who had themselves only
recently learned the Iessons of post-surrealist automatism as represented by art
mformel and abstract expressionism. The first “seandals” of individual ac hieve-
ment ol the present generation occurred in the carly sixties, when they “dared™ 1o
reintroduce figurative subject matter and highly expressive gestural and chromatic
qualities into their art. Their “courage” consisted, then, precisely in committing
themselves to the emerging myth of Germany’s cultural heritage and national
identity through the adoption of the artist’s traditional role and the willful
ignorance or rejection of all the aesthetic, epistemological, and philosophical
developments of the first two decades of the century.

Originally—that is, in the early to mid-sixties—some of these artists had
produced work of considerable interest. (The early activities of Immendorff at the
Diisseldorl Academy and his subsequent LIDLL happening, and the carly work of
the East German “primitivist” painter Penck are cases in point.) But subsequent
to their discovery by the market and museums, these painters underwent a stylistic
streamlining that resulted in the “movement” of neoexpressionism. The first step
was the return 1o large-scale casel painting. For that purpose individual eccentrici-
ties ol acsthetic activity had 1o be sacrificed, as did all relerences 1o twentieth-
century developments contesting the practice of painting. The second step was the
conversion of the various idiosyncratic activities of the artists into a homogeneous
neoexpressionist style,

— — e
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The neoexpressionists and their apologists understandably reject an exclu-
sive alignment with the German expressionist patrimony, since their painterly
erudition and ambition extends to an assimilation of the pictorial standards of the
New York School and the cconomice vadue set by it Any art that wants to supplant
the dominance of American art through the programmatic return to a national
idiom can only be successful on the market if 1t acknowledges the dominant
“forcign” style. Afier all it had been the major problem of postwar European
painting that 1t never achieved the “qualicative’ level ol the New York S.(‘hfml
(just as, according to Greenberg, the major problem facing American painting
before the war was attaining the level of “quality” of the School of Paris). This is
particularly evident in the work of the neoexpressionist Georg Baselitz, whose
canvases’ size and scale, drawing, and painterly gesture owe as much to abstract
expressionism as (o German expressionism.

The successful institutionalization of neoexpressionism has required a
complex and subtle set of maneuvers by the market and museums. For example,
historical continuity had to be established in order to legitimize the neoexpres-
sionists as heirs to the German cultural heritage. A recent example of how this
authentication may be achieved is a spectacular case ol Geschichisklitterung
(eclectic historicist construct), the First Study for a Sculpture by Baselitz. The large
scale seated figure, hewn out of a wood block, raising its right arm in such a way
that hostile critics have called it a Fascist gesture, was recently shown ac the

»

I Max Beckmann. Pervseus Triptych. 1941,
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Whitechapel Gallery in London, For this exhibition, it was surrounded by the late
typtichs of Max Beckmann, thus establishing the historical pedigree, the continu-
ity of specifically German art. Thus accredited with authenticity, local products
can succeed on the international market.

A second strategy, complementing this contrived national continuity, is that
of carefully placing the work in the context of the contemporary international
avant-garde. For example, a reproduction of a painting by the neoprimitivist
Penck appears on the frontispicce of a calogue for a recent exhibition of the
[talian artists Fabro, Kounellis, Merz, and Paolini at the Kunsthalle, Bern—one of
the strongholds of German neoexpressionism. And more overtly, the catalogue
introduction states the museum director’s proposal to combine work by this group
ol truly significant Italian artists with that of the neoexpressionists who are
described as their “nordic” counterparts. Thus the intellectual subtlety and
analytic clarity of these Italian artists is conferred upon the reactionary German
artists, when the proper German peers of these Italians are, of course, Darboven,
Palermo, and Richter.

Critical Clichés, Manufactured Visions

Social reasons for this impotence [of
historicism): the fantasy of the bourgeois
class ceases to focus on the future of the
forces of productivity which it released.
The specific Gemiitlichkeit of the middle
of the century results from this condi-
tioned [ading away of soctal fantasy. The
desire to have children is only a weaker
stimulation of potency in comparison to
the images of the future that this social
fantasy once engendered.

—Walter Benjamin, “Zenwralpark”

When art emphasizing national identity attempts to enter the international
distribution system, the most worn-out historical and geo-political clichés have to
be employed. And thus we now see the resurrection of such notions as the nordic
versus the Mediterranean, the teutonic versus the Latin, A typical lormulation of
the clichéd idea of German character appears in an art historian’s comment on a
neoexpressionist painter’'s work: “The tendency of German art to literature, to
profound allegories, and ideological symbolism, [and] to the mysticism and
costasy of an exuberant imagination has found expression here,” 2

Just as the art itself resorts to cliché as the reliable strategy for operating

26, Stegfricd Gohr, “Remarks on the Paintings of Markus Liipertz,” in Markus Liipertz-Stil
Paintings. London, Whitechapel Gallery, 1979, n.p.
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within an obsolete context, so the critics and curators who have become the
spokesmen of the “new art” resurrect a critical language of f;uls.(‘.nuivelé and
bloated trivialities which forms the terminology of the new subjectivity. The lack
of historical specificity and reflection upon methodology, the willful ignorzm('{: of
radical changes in other fields of rescarch bearing upon aesthetic pr;!cticc. (‘semlol-
ogy, psychoanalysis, criticism of ideology) are particularly reveallpg. Ilake for
example the British art historian and curator Nicholas Serota discussing the
manner in which one ol the neoexpressionist painters

has adopted the scemingly more traditional ground ol the painter of

still life. He has created for himself a kind of theatre in which the

absurd object, emblems, allegory and metaphor are u_sed to .reintEr-

pret universals such as the creation and awakening of life, the interac-

tion ol natural forces, human emotions and ideologies and the experi-

ence of death. For a comparison one has to look back to the try}?tichs.of

Beckmann, though Beckmann’s use of narrative structure is quite

different.?’?

Or, more hyperbolically, Rudi Fuchs, Dutch art historian and director of one of
Europe’s most active museums in exhibiting contemporary art, claims that

Painting is salvation. It presents freedom of thought of which it is Fhe
triumphant expression. . . . The painter is a guardian angel carrying
the palette in blessing over the world. Maybe the painter is the darling
of the Gods.??

And the German art historian Siegfried Gohr, in a text published by London’s
Whitechapel Gallery, writes
The relationship between beauty and terror, eros and death, those time
honored themes of art, are presented again by the painting. Negativity,
death is introduced as a theme.?

The lack of formal and historical complexity in the painters’ works and the
attendant avoidance of genuine critical analysis ol their contrived “visions”
results inevitably in a stereotypical critical language. Here for example, are two
virtually identical statements by two critics writing about different painters:

The motifs which Georg Basclitz time and again employs in his
paintings are insignificant as content. They are only meaningful
within his pictorial method: as formal points of departure.3

27. Nicholas Serota, Markus Liipertz-Stil Paintings. ) ) '

28. R. H. Fuchs, Anselm Kiefer, exhibition catalogue, Venice Biennale, 1980, p. 62

29, Gohr, “"Remarks.””

30. R. H. Fuchs, Georg Baselitz—Bilder 1977-1978, Lindhoven, Van Abbemuseum, 1979, n.p.
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The value of the motil in these paintings ol Liiperte’s lay only in the
way in which he used it as a starting point for the development of a
meaningful activity. !

As was the case in the call to order by regressive artists of the lW(‘Illl.Cj, d
growing aggressivity is now becoming apparent in the manner Lha? 1.hfst; clic 1¢s
of vision and language are propagated. With tl?e anllS(f‘ ol liberalism, its
underside—authoritarianism—no longer [eels inhibucd: A:?d. it thus comes Lo the
fore in the guise of irrationality and the ideology of individual c);]‘n(rs.sun‘li. ¥n
reaction against social consciousness and political ZlWill'('nYt?SS, prot.()-l"a:scm.l li )(l.rj
tarianism prepares the way for the seizure of state power. W:t.i'mul questioning 1_ \g
reasons for the failure of enlightenment, the end of mode‘rmsm 'and.thc enforce
silencing of its critical potential are taken as excuses for .mc!ulgm.g in de{ea,lt.

The following programmatic statements, couched in a }.JZ?SUCh_C of pc euze
and Guattari, Stirner, and Spengler, fervently advocate the received ideas of petit
bourgeois anarchism in relation to Arte Ciphra:

Arte Ciphra exposes itsell as an art ol the MOsL extreme subjectiv-
ism.. .. The disillusionment is the strongest wuh. those .W']l() even at
the beginning of the seventies still I;(,-li('v(-(l.n.] an lnlnl(.'(]lill.(‘]}f immi-
nent collapse of capitalism—generated by criticism and rev.clauon. S
Now it is much more important to develop new forms which r('lat‘c to
pure intensity, to the indivisibility of desire and to [.h(_‘ unconscious
fixations of desire. Desire therefore assumes a revo[utlonary position.
But as desire itself is always a part of infinitely complicated and
ambivalent interdependences, its particular fixatio'ns must come to l?'ear
in their totality, even il they are partially "r('gresswv.." “bourgeois,” or
“nonrevolutionary”. . . . The [ailure of bourgeois enlightenment—well
understood long ago in political and ideological t.l:l‘()llghl—was not
acknowledged by this art of the seventies. . .. /\Tle.(_.lpht‘il attempts a
formation of the “here and now”. ... Its aim IS.lh(' opposite ol
utopia—it's atopia, the discovery of the other in the immediacy of the
present.??

And here, in the explicitly proto-Fascist language of an Italian critic:
The new force of art is born from this very tension, turning a r.('lnlion—
ship of quantity into a relationship of intensity. '.l'h(:. \‘tv'()tk is taken
from a socially underprivileged position back to an defdual (:(':{U"al-
ity, reestablishing the creative need by means of an image in opposition
to the shapeless fogginess of social needs.*

31 Gohr, "Remarks.” o ‘ . )
32, Wolfgang Max Faust, Arte Ciphra, exhibition catalogue, Cologne, 1979, p. 111

33, Achille Bonito Oliva, “"The Bewildered Image,” Flash Art, nos. 96-97 (April 1980), 35.

retardation and regression which they enact:
obsolete. In the pathetic

I

mockery and mimicry of contemporary NCOCXPressionism we se

(
C
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Rather than lace

up to its own bankruptey and the necessity of political
change,

this frankly clitist notion of subjectivity ultimately opts for the destruc-
tion of the very historical and cultural reality that it claims to posse
longing for destruction as a solution 1o contradictions that c
political,

ss. The secret
an only be met in
not cultural, terms, manifests iself in fantasies of catastrophy. This
climate of finality—when the end of a class is mistaken [or the end of the world—
generates apocalyptic and necrophilic visions, first in high art, then spread
throughout the culre. Eventually self-destruction can be
herotsm. These tendencies are again to be found in the
ism and its accompanying criticism:

seen as an act of
painting of neoexpression-

It represents one of the great tyrannical gestures in aesthetics: an
emperor burning down a city 1o make way for a new and grander one.
As a theme it belongs of course to a larger topological framework
which dates back to the beginning of time: renewal

and purification
through fire. . .. Fire destroys but it also cleanses.?

and:

Last year ... T accompanied Liipertz to the Ruhleben crematorium on
the outskires of the city. As we walked slowly down a wide path to the
modern crematorium . .. a pale of black smoke began to rise slowly
from the chimneys. Suddenly the silence was broken by the sharp report
ol rifles firing on the British artiller y range hidden behind the cremator-
ium. The conjunction was typical of Berlin. Inside the building was
the pair of paintings by Liipertz. . . They have a quality of universal
truth.3®
The historical “authenticity” of these works is contained, then, in the very
the continuing domination of the
arce of their repetition-compulsion, we can still recog-
rize the tragic failure of the original forms of the protest of expressionism. In the
¢ the alterimage
al radicalism that was

of that anarchic and subversive, but ultimately apolitic
to be appropriated by the very forces that it had set out to

loomed to failure,

oppose. It is Lukics, once again, who has described this mechanism-

Mythologizing the problems allows one 1o avoid looking

at the
phenomena which e eriticized as being part of capitalism,

or o
render capitalism in such a spurious, distorted, and mystified form that

the critique does not generate a confrontation of the problems but a
parasitic complacency with the system; by inversion, cven an affirma-

Fuchs, Anseli Kiefer, . bl

35. Sevora, Markies Iiipert:.
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tion coming from the “soul” can be derived [rom this critique. . . .
Without doubt, expressionism is only one of the many bourgeois
ideological currents eventually leading to fascism, and its role as
ideological preparation is not any more or less important than currents
of the imperialist epoch, inasmuch as they express decadent parasitic
features, including all the fake revolutionary and oppositional forces.
-+ This schism is deeply inherent in the character of anti-bourgeois
expressionism and this abstracting impoverishment of content not only
indicates the tendency of expressionism; it is from the very beginning
its central, insurmountable stylistic problem, because its extraordinary
poverty of content marks a blatant contradiction of the pretense of its
“performance, of the hybrid subjective pathos of its representation.

The mock avant-garde of contemporary European painters now benefits
from the ignorance and arrogance of a racket of cultural parvenus who perceive it
as their mission to reaffirm the politics of a rigid conservatism through cultural
legitimation,

36, Lukics, “Grésse und Verlall des Expressionismus,” p. 116.



