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Introduction

In his joint biography of the F rench philosophers Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari, Francois Dosse tells the story of the meeting between
Deleuze and the painter Francis Bacon, about whom Deleuze had
recently written with much enthusiasm in his book Francis Bacon:
Logic of Sensation. Bacon had apparently responded to the book with
equal admiration: ‘It’s as if this guy were watching over my shoulder
while T was painting.” “What was supposed to be a great meeting’,
Dosse recounts, ‘turned into a disaster.” Deleuze’s editor, Joachim
Vital, also a great admirer of Bacon, arranged the meeting. He
described it as follows:

The meal was awful, as awful as their discussion . . . They smiled at
each other, complimented each other, and smiled again. We were
flabbergasted by their platitudes. We tried to salvage the discussion, -
mentioning Egyptian art, Greek tragedy, -Dogen, Shakespeare,
Swinburne, Proust, Kafka, Turner, Goya, Manet, Van Gogh’s letters

to his brother Theo, Artaud, Beckett. Each one tried to take the ball -~
and run with it alone, ignoring the other one.’

This often happens when philosophy meets art. When philosophy
meets contemporary art, the situation can be even worse. Contemporary
art is badly known. To transform our distance from it into that ‘unique
appearance of a distanice, however near it may be’,? upon which experi-
ence of its art character depends, however — to use our ignorance as a
spur to knowledge — is more difficult than is suggested by most of the
writing that this situation provokes. To make contemporary art the
object of some kind of reflective philosophical experience — in an affec-
tive engagement with the most fundamental claims made upon us by
such art — seems, at times, almost impossible. This is ironic given the
well-remarked-upon ‘conceptual’ character of so much contemporary
art. Yet it is precisely this conceptual character that is most often the
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source of misunderstanding: the idea that such art requires 1o more
than a conceptual interpretation, for example; or that such an under-
standing is purely or ideally linguistic, in the sense of being reducible to
direct propositional expression. ‘Straw conceptualism’, as this might be
called, is one means of sustaining ignorance about contemporary art
(which does not mean that there are not some artists whose works are
made of such straw). The alternative reduction of art to its aesthetic
dimension — pure sensuous particularity — with which the projection of
a straw conceptualism is often antithetically associated, is another. The
idea that contemporary art is somehow exempt from historical judge-
ment in the present; by virtue of its contemporaneity, is a third.
Perhaps the greatest barrier to a critical knowledge of contemporary
art, though, is the common-sense belief that the phrase ‘contemporary
art’ has no crizically meaningful referent; that it designates no more than
the radically heterogeneous empirical totality of artworks produced
within the duration of a particular present (our present); that it is, thus,
nota proper part of a critical vocabulary at all. Certainly the expression is
often used in that way. However, both the conceptual grammar of the
phrase — its dependence upon a difference frorm an art that is not contem-
porary — and the affirmative inflection of this difference in current usage
(contemporary art is more living, more actual, and thus to be valued more
highly than other art with which it, paradoxically, shares time) mitigate
against such an indifferent empiricism. So what kind of discourse is
required to render the idea of contemporary art critically intelligible?
That is the question addressed in this book, in part experimentally,
by trying to produce such a discourse. This is a discourse, first, that is
neither merely empirical nor temporally inclusive. Not all art that is
recently produced, or would call itself or be called by others ‘contem-
porary’, can be understood to be contemporary in an art-critically
significant sense. ‘Contemporary’ is, at base, a critical and therefore a
selective concept: it promotes and it excludes. To claim something is
contemporary is to make a claim for its significance in participating in
the actuality of the present — a claim over and against that of other
things, some of which themselves may make a similar claim on contem-
poraneity. So, second, we need a discourse that is responsible to the
general critical concept of the contemporary — that is, which engages
~ with the philosophy of time. The notion of the present at stake in art’s’
contemporaneity is not a simple one. Nor does it stand outside of
history. This means, third, that such a discourse must be reflexively
grounded in the semantic history of ‘the contemporary’ as a critical
category, and attend to the peculiarly privileged role within it of its
applications to art. Fourth, such a discourse, though reflexively histor-
~ically derived, must nonetheless impose certain critical demands upon
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erprets. The dominant category of moderni;t artdc.r1t1—
for many years, up until the 1960s, dqe‘ category o mT u%mi
uent dissolution of the limits of mediums as the onto ogica
The Subseqt ractices, and the establishment of a complex and ﬂ1'11.d
bases of 2 rr;cally ar'zistic practices, has posed new problems of criti-
ﬁel(-i o genf;t to which the concept of the contemporary represents an
cal ]udgerrie owerful response. However, this concept must be
increaSIH%ZYagler than merely discovered. Finally, in recognition of
e ;ividuality and the contingent historical character of art, a
boﬁl t}11(3;1}ncourse of contemporary art can only develop throug}.l the
o e IStive confrontation with individual works. It must participate
%nteﬁgrce)f-going critical history of art, as well as in tl'.le reviye'll of a
;riiaosophical art criticism. Such, broadly speallzmg, is zhiokilrrll}clla;i
discourse about contemporary art that this b.oo attemg S  inhablt
and to produce. Its outcome may b.e'polemmally condense into 2
single and simple, speculativ.e proposition: Contempgra%/{ art : é’,hole -
ceprual are. For reasons of d1a1e?t1cal method3 the ook as whole f
required to get a sense of precisely W}'xat this propos1t1}(1)n e in
ractice and how it functions interpretanvgly. I shall use the remamh :
of this introduction to expand upon the intellectual context, metho
and structure of the book.

the art that it int

cism was

Criticism, History, Philosophy

s
In 1965, as part of his response to a series of ‘(.Zharges to thei Art. C;m;:
from the directors of a seminar on art education at Pennsylx./ama ; t:h e
University, and in studied contrast to .t]'flff grow1ng.for?1a11srrclz 1o ni
dominant-but-declining’ modernist criticism of .h.ls. riva ,d eme rt
Greenberg, Harold Rosenberg declar.ed: “Art criticism toc ay’sst;lliS
history, though not necessarily the art history of the art h1stor1a;1in. This
assertion appears remarkable today, nea.rly ﬁfty years later, an no ]h t
because of its insistence upon the historical d1mens1on'of apractice tha
has become ever more preoccupied with synchronic l.felanons k—ab 11n
particular, between art and other cultural for.ms. .It is - remar ?
because, in asserting the independence of .the .h1stor1cal d1mens1o;1bo
criticism from the discipline of art history, it raises the fu_ndamve_r_lt:a__ out
rarely discussed question of precisely w.hat kind of art l?1story z}rz hcrf;—t
cism is (or should be), and-what its relations to the art h1storyfo . lii *
historian might be. This is a question that goes to the h'e:ar.t of t 11{116a i
about contemporary art, the privileged object of art criticism, nlo cas
because it concerns the historical, rather than the rperely chrono ogical,
determination of contemporaneity. That is to say, 1t.demands a commit-
ment from art criticism to a certain philosophy of time.
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Both art criticism and art history have changed since 1965. There are
fewer grounds for the condescension of the critic towards the art histo-
rian today, and more reasons for a reversal of the relation — in part,
because of the historicization of the 1960s itself, with the invention of
the burgeoning genre of the history of contemporary art. But the ques-
tion of the specific character of that art history which art criticism zs, or
might be, has not merely remained unanswered; it has become further
obscured from view. Art criticism and art history has each had its own
problems to deal with. Intellectually serious criticism of contemporary
art remains in the grip of a constantly renewed, self-declared crisis.*
This crisis is cultural-economic or “institutional’ in origin (contingent
upon transformations in the social character of art institutions during
the 1980s and 1990s, and their diminishing need for the mediations of a
historically oriented criticism), but it is nonetheless intellectual for that.
Where it thrives as a cultural force, outside of the academy, art criticism
largely concentrates on literary aspects of journalistic presentation and
often treats its object as little more than an occasion for communications
of a more general kind.’ Meanwhile, art history has been transformed as

a part of broader changes in the disciplines of the arts and humanities in
Anglo-American academies. Yet successive widening of the intellectual
scope of the discipline — via the new social history of art, feminism,
semiotics, psychoanalysis and postcolonial studies, towards the euphoric
horizon of studies in “visual culture’ — have not brought it any closer to
adequate forms of specifically art-critical judgement, although they
have produced a network of discursive affinities between the new art
histories and contemporary art itself, at the level of that art’s thematic
concerns. This is, in part, a result of convergent trends in art-historical
- and art education. Meanwhile the history of contemporary art —a genre
dominated by second-generation Oczober art historians — remains
largely documentary and reconstructive in character. Its professional
formation discourages art-critical judgement, although it often involves
a documenting and reconstruction of critical positions held by artists
‘and critics at the time: a kind of criticism by historical proxy. Studies in
visual culture often appear closer to art-critical discourse than art-
historical ones —indeed, they increasingly occupy institutional spaces of
criticism — despite their even greater distance from. questions.of art
judgement. However, this appearance covers over and hence helps to
sustain the general absence of historically grounded criticism of contem-
porary art. :

The situation dates back to the failure of the project of a “critical post-
modernism’ in the face of the problem of judgement, in the early 1980s.
Hal Foster identified the problem early on, but made little headway
with it theoretically.® Just how blocked it would become can be seen
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in the October roundtable discussion, “The Present
ars o2e” Criticism’, in which the very idea of critical judge-
Conditions of Arier;ation ar’nong the discussants, most of whom still
ment Gse? C(});Icllsusively with a late Greenbergian notion of ‘quality’.’

; de D1€1ve attempiced to break the impagse ?vith his J'Eetu,rn t.o Kant
Toiesy hamp, replacing the former’s “This is beautiful’ with the
siter ’D‘uchf:l isP;rt’ while insisting that the latter continue ‘to be reac.l as
lacers eﬂexizre judgment with a claim to universality in the strict-
ol aesthéftlc Zense’ despite the accompanying claim that the term ‘art
o the 'u’dgem'ent as a ‘proper name’.* Ultimately this fou?ld-
o 1}?1050] hical confusions about both Kant and naming alike.
ered 2;11 Fesls it szt a standard for the articulation of art-histor’ical, art-
I;iril:al eand post-Kantian dphﬂosophical discourses to which little

red.

Subsequen;;:ai;lzzaeilzizi theories of representation, both epistemolog-

i i\/lzr(liw olitical, which predominate in studies‘ of visual c1.11ture
~ uall Pif unwittingly, semiotic culturalist variants of the .11'bera1
-I;Salisn}ll’of US political science ——.have shown themiellves to bli :;25[1;;
larly ill-suited to grasping the specific and deeply pro Zmit'lecci_domain
of the experience of contemporary art. The .charac.ter and obj fomals
of the field remain plural and contested, their rela.tl.ons to ait ur;}rle rt
But the situation is exacerbated, rather than nfnng.ated, y the cove !
visual essentialism that has inadvertent}y b1'1t 1nex'71tab.ly accgmp?nii
the formation of the new proto-discip.hne, in an .1ror191c replise 0 1 i
terms of its original adversary, formalist moc.lermsm. For '.cde si1..1pp ef
ment of ‘the visual’ restores to cultural anal;_rs1s an’aest.hetu.: i elil ism o
vision at the very historical moment in v&fh1ch art’s V151.1a11ty,f owe‘vgr
pronounced, is its Jeast distinguishing trait. M.oreover,. 1p so :iu: ai the
visual’ is the constituting focus of conce.ptual' interest in visual cu tureci
whether as a given or a construct, it is in prmcq'}le 1nd1ffer]e)nt tczl, and
hence cuts across, the art/non-art distinct19n, wh1cb cann_oi}:1 elrc; 1'1:;’5
to any particular visual regimes — notw1thstand1n,g M1§- ae | rédﬁc
generalization of his optical reduction of .Gr?enber.g s medium ;; ccit
conception of modernist painting.” Fried s optic}zihsrr} is fcll}te az};
enjoying a revival on the back of the popul'cfnty of theories of forgthe
(which function as one form of theoretical ComRe,r}S?P_OE_G °
aesthetic deficit of the semiotic paradigm), a ren.ewed interestin reaei;lls
berg’s work, and the resurgence of photogfaphm t]rlljory. Y:Es:: drzm ins
conceptually removed from the main critical problems p1 ed ! 1}; e
field of contemporary art in general, as .].eff Wall ack.now edges i "
defence of a Friedian position, by bifurcating tl_le field into tvvc;F cr1F1cda. y
discrete domains, the larger of which falls outside the.s_cope 0 F.r};e t.lgr;
criticism altogether."! Fried’s more specifically art-critical contributi

rwenty ¥€

associated 1,
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to recent debates, alongside those of T.J. Clark, has been historical, in
the everyday sense of referring to the art of the past: namely, to develop
a criticism through and within conventional art history — a criticism of
now ‘historical’ art — rather than vice versa (that is, to develop the
historical aspect of criticism of contemporary art, to which Rosenberg
was referring).”

Under these conditions, it is useful to approach the questions implicit
in Rosenberg’s declaration — specifically, whar kind of art history art
criticism (ideally) is and what its relations to ‘the art history of the art
historian’ might be — from a more philosophical standpoint. For, as
Rosenberg himself suggested, ‘both art criticism and art history need to
scan more thoroughly their philosophical substructures’ if they are to
acquire a more adequate sense of their mutual relations.” And in fact,
surprisingly in many respects, there has been a resurgence of interest in
explicitly philosophical discourses about art over the last two decades as
part of the recomposition and diversification of art discourses that has
accompanied the industrialization of its institutions. Whether these
particular philosophical discourses are adequate to the comprehension
and judgement of contemporary art, however, is another matter. While
there has been much philosophizing about art, there has been little
philosophizing of contemporary art.

The revival of interest in explicitly philosophical discourses about
art has taken place against the background of what some have seen as a

general ‘legitimation crisis’ in contemporary art.* No doubt, recourse.

to the established cultural authority of philosophy has played a role
here, in association with its relative self-legitimating ‘difficulty’. But
philosophy’s intellectual contribution has been more than ideological.
For contrary to the positivistic protestation of Jean-Marie Schaeffer
that art itself “will get along very well on its own’ — that is, without
critical discourse — this is perhaps less true now than it has ever been.
The “artistic act’ may indeed be ‘irreducible to the way it legitimates
itself’, but this means neither that it is non-discursive, nor that the
discourses from which it draws its resources are necessarily non-philo-
sophical.”” Conceptual art, in its canonical sense, surely put paid to any
enduring illusions about that — whatever else one may think about it.
Indeed, it is precisely the acknowledgement of the immanently philo-
sophical character of contemporary art that led to the revival of the -
claim, by Arthur Danto among others, that art has ended.’ Yet this
claim could just as easily be read as an inverted (and disavowed)
acknowledgement of the inadequacy of the prevailing philosophical
discourse on art (namely, ‘aesthetics’) to the distinctive character of
contemporary art: an implicit acknowledgement of inadequacy turned
“aggressively outwards into a judgement against its cause (namely, the
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laim of such artworks to the hglqufved signifier ‘art’) an<’:1 thereby ulti-
el inst contemporaneity itself. Hence Danto’s subsequent
mately agal}lz. rm ‘post-historical art’.” :
coinE® Off ) ee::lrns I1:his claim to its philosophical context when he
schacter rhat he calls ‘the speculative tradition’ (which runs from
o Zcism to Heidegger) misunderstood art from the outset. In
Jene Romatnfor Schaeffer, the legitimation crisis of contemporary art is
e reIspeecd7effect of art’s philosophical sacralization by Romanticism at
ie 2:12 }(;f the eighteenth century. However, in so far as it derives fro¥n
a :laim for art’s autonomy (by virtue of ?vhich it is able to1 usurp a f:erti;n
philosophical function f’rqm Phﬂosophy itself), th1}j sacra 1fat1ont1§ea: -
ally constitutive of ‘art in its r.nodern sense. T eil aego ogy, és,_ :
broadly correct, yet the d1agr_10,s1s and treatment Sc .aeh er Il)lropos -
philosophical ‘de-sacralization’ of art, or what we might ca }rlnett:ilp ys
:cal disinvestment — are precisely wrong. For, to the extent that ec{ef is
a legitimation crisis of contemporary art (anfl one m1g}.1t belex.m.lse . or
believing it oversold, since the market prov1defs sufficient eg.1t1rr.1a or;
of its own: ‘creative industry’), it is actually a sign of the contmumg, i
problematic criticalizy of contemporary art — a sign .of ‘the fact that art’s
authority and critical function remain gafo'blenz.s within c.:ontctrppc;rarz
culture, a problem for which art’s continuing 1‘f.uncerta1n critical an
metaphysical dimensions are a conceptual .cond1t1.on. o _
Danto and Schaeffer represent alternative variants of one primarily
negative way in which late analytical ph.11.os‘ophy ha§ contnbl.lted to
recent art-critical discourse. Each is a positivist o.f a .d1fferent k1.nd: an
analytical-Hegelian positivist and a logical positivist, respecttvel};
However, far more significant has been the affirmative turn to?vards tc1 e
conceptual resources of the post-Kantian E'luroPean phllosop.hma% tradi-
tion, in the wake of the gradual dlfquIO{'l. 9f an interést in
post-structuralism into Anglo-American art criticism. Heideggerian,
Merleau-Pontean and a variety of post-phenomenological approaches
— associated with Lyotard and Derrida, and more r_ecentl}{, Deleuze,
Jacqueés Ranciére and Alain Badiou — have all en]oyefl s.ustamed atten-
tion. This has revived interest in the place of art within »the. German
idealist philosophies of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: Kant,

argu

Schiller, Hegel and the Romantics, but also Schelling, to a lesser degree

Schopenhauer, and of course, Nietzsche. { .

There is little doubt that this return to the post-Kantian European
tradition has been, in part, a culturally conservative pheflomenon,
despite the radicalism associated with 'itS- 1'I.101‘.€ r.ec.e'nt main I:Trench
proponents. It is ‘against Cultural Stud1§s’ (in ,1ts 1n§t1a1 forrflanon, at
least) and against certain kinds of bozh ‘d1f.ﬁculr: _and popylar contem-
porary art. But it has also performed a crucial critical function by raising
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theoretical issues associated with t-he id.ea of art in its.distinctif)n from
other cultural forms of representation —issues that are literally dissolved
by the semiotic reductionism afqd' sociologism o{ most cultural—theqret-
ical approaches. F urthermorez Inits recent Ranc1erea‘n and (on occ.asmn)
Deleuzean guises, it has provided a medium for posing, once again, the
- now-classical modern question of art’s relationship to politics, after a
period in which both directly intellectual and political issues were
progressively excluded from critical discourse.” These are issues that
have to be addressed if the dearth of theoretically serious critical writ-
ing about contemporary art is to be overcome. However, this turn to the
European philosophical tradition as a resource for art-critical discourse
has as yet failed to achieve a convincing critical-theoretical purchase on
contemporary art, because it has failed to come to terms with the decisive
historical transformation in the ontology of the artwork that is constitu-
tive of its very contemporaneity. If one considers the works exhibited
at the growing number of international biennali, for example, or Docu-
menta — events that in large part constitute the extensive definition of
contemporary art — one will find little that most philosophers who write
about art are able to engage with concretely in a manner that also
engages the discourses and concerns of the art world itself, Although
the growing curatorial tendency to aestheticize much recent art, includ-
ing video work, is one point of convergence.
Thus, while these philosophical discourses on art pose a theoretical

challenge to most contemporary art writing, by raising questions about -

‘aesthetic’, about judgement, about subjectivity, about ‘nature’, and
about the ontology of the artwork — which semiotic discourses of
cultural theory are unable to ask — they have largely been unable to
respond to their own questions other than via discussion of the art of the
- past. The most they have largely been able to offer — when not declar-
ing art at an end — is thus an artistically conservative recoding of the
values of contemporary art. Writings by Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty
have played a central role here in the last twenty years, as have the
apparently more avant-garde versions of French philosophical theory,
which present themselves as philosophies of the new, such as those of
Deleuze and Badiou. There has been an inability to grasp contempo-
rary art philosophically in its contemporaneity and hence in its decisive

difference from art of the past. The reason for this is two-fold. The first -

is a continuing conflation of ‘art’ and “aesthetic’; the second is an inabil-

ity to think the concept of art at once philosophically and historically
with any kind of futurity.

INTRODUCTION

Art, Aesthetic, Futurity

ese reasons, the conflation of art and aesthetic, so thor-
ngehﬁi;s;:r{r:}:ies both philf)sopl.rlical and popular discourdses a]?out atr(:
he term ‘aesthetics’ (4stherik) has long be'en usc?d, and continues
that d. as the very name for the philosophical discourse on art — a
be us‘ie, that was already so commonplace in Germany by. t‘he 18293
t}::;tzven Hegel succumbed to it, despite his explicit recognition of its
inappropriateness, at the beginning of .h1s Lectures on the topic. With
he closure of the brief, polemically ann-aesth.etlc interlude of concep-
:—ual art, the slippage has once again largely d1sappeare.c1 fr’org \fimw. Iri
fact, it has recently been actively propounded by Ranciére s influentia
conception of the ‘aesthetic regime’ of at, ‘I?y which .Rz?naerehappeﬁrs
1o believe art is still governed.” Badiou’s 1n.aethet1cs , on the other
hand, while apparently the opposite of aest.hencs, is actua.ll-y justa para;
doxical, alternative formulation of the radically s1ngular1%1ng V1s1;)r‘1 E
aesthetic as the philosophical truth of art. As the c}escrlpﬂon o t e
strictly intra-philosophical effects prod.uced !ay the 1ndepen4e?F ex1;1t-
ence of some works of art’, inaesthetics is precise/y what has tra%dmona y
been designated by ‘aesthetics’ as the discour.se of the aesthetic concep-
tion of art. As Badiou himself puts it, in his third maxim of afﬁrmauom?t
art: “The truth of which art is the process is always the truth of the sensi-
a sensible . . . . A
bleTqﬁe second reason for the failure to grasp art’s contemporaneity philo-
sophically — the aforementioned inabiliFy to thmk the concept of irt at
once philosophically and historically W1'E11 any k1nf:1 of ‘futunty - atsh a
more complicated philosophical distribution. It deanes’, in part, from the
aforementioned de-historicizing function of ‘aesthetic’ in its conceptual
distinction from ‘art’, and in part from a more general refusal (?f the
temporal logic of historical totalization, .in its futural, perfc.nfmanve o;'
hypothetical dimension, which is inextricable from the crztz.cal act o
historical judgements of the present (see Chapt§r 1 bizlovs./). He1de'g’ge.r1an
ontology of art, for example, whilst philosophically anp—aesthenc ,1s 50
in the name of a Romanticism of Being, to which ‘art’ is apPended as an
‘original’ appearing. The history of art is the,reby subordinated f1l:lo an
epochal history of Being in which the present ’szfpenness ;toflie; future
functions only as the basis for a ‘return to origin’. Onto.loigmal ina qu1t1e
different, but equally unhistorical sense, yet nat.urahsncally .futuraci
Deleuze’s proposition that ‘the work of art is a belng of sensation anf
nothing else’ offers a post-Heideggerian, neo-Nietzschean ontol?gy o
art as a diagrammatic construction of forces. Deleuze and Gl‘lattan’ are as
insistent on the difference of their ontological concept of ‘ affect ’from
‘aesthetic’ as they are on that between the concepts of ‘percept’ and
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‘perception’. Yet it is precisely the ontological depth of this notion of
sensation that makes it only indifferently applicable to art, in a principled
exclusion of both its conceptual and historical aspects, which parallels the
indifference of ‘aesthetic’ to the art/non-art distinction, while nonethe.
less functioning meta-critically as the criterion differentiating art from
‘philosophy’ and “science’. The problem is that, today, the art/non-art
distinction does not primarily concern arf’s transcendental difference
from these other intellectual practices (in a reprise of the neo-Kantian
discourse of spheres of validity), but rather its difference from the literal.
ity of the everyday.”

There is no critically relevant pure “aesthetics’ of contemporary art,
because contemporary art is not an aesthetic art in any philosophically
significant sense of the term. And there is no critically relevant non-
historical ontology of art, because the modern art of which contemporary
art remains a distinctive development is irreducibly historical in the
temporal structure of its significance. More specifically, it will be argued,;
contemporary art is historically determined as o postconceptual art. As
such, it actualizes the idea of the work of art to be found in the Jena
Romantic philosophy of art, under new historical conditions. The art
history that ‘art criticism [ideally] is’ is the art history of a historically
reflective (that is, post-Hegelian) Romantic philosophy of art. This was
the legacy bequeathed, in an earlier period, to Adorno by Walter
Benjamin. It is handed down to us today, developed and transformed
(mediated by the subsequent history of modernism) by Adorno’s
Aesthetic Theory.?

Aesthetic Theory towers above all other twentieth-century philosophi-
cal texts about art. More than any other, it provides us with the
- philosophical means to clarify the distinction between ‘art’ and ‘aesthetic’
in the context of contemporary art. Yet it is itself on occasion not exempt
from this terminological confusion, although Adorno is more careful
than his English translators.® In so far as the present book adopts a
systematic philosophical approach to the comprehension and judgement
of contemporary art, that approach is thus best described as ‘post-Ador-
nian’, or at least that of a philosophy of art ‘after desthersc T, heory’. But it
is a quite specific Adorno that is at stake: not the Kant-orientated Adorno
of a recent philosophical aesthetics invested in the recovery of modern-
ist painting,” but an Adorno strongly inflected by Benjamin’s mediating
concept of cultural form, which in Adorno’s own work rarely extends
beyond the social form of the commodity.” Benjamin’s writings span the
decisive years of early twentieth-century Europe, 1913-40; Adorno’s
mature work, from Dialectic of Enlightenment to desthesic T, heory (1944—
+69), gave them an afterlife under rather different Euro-American
* conditions. The ‘contemporary art’ that still finds its constantly renewed

-~
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the historical point at which .Adcglno.’s WOﬂZ
origins in b series of new departures, which left behmc} e H}?Ii?szf
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— to name but the most prominent. Here, these articulations and Crogs.

ings are made from the standpoint of a conception of philosophy thar -
recognizes the constitutive role of non-philosophical discourseg and

experiences in all philosophizing, along with its irreducibility to them
The para-academic, part-public institutions that provided the occasiong
for the composition of early versions of parts of this book provided the
institutional conditions determining their specific transdisciplinarities, 1
have retained some traces of this trandisciplinary process of constryc.
tion in the discursive structure of the book, which deliberately exhibir
occasional abrupt shifts in discursive register and modes of arguments,.
tion, within what I hope is nonetheless an articulated whole. -

Loosely Romantic

Chapter 1 deals with the core temporal meaning of ‘contemporary art’
as the art of contemporaneity. What is ‘the contemporary’? Different,
often implicit, answers to this question overdetermine the concept of
contemporary art. Chapter 2 approaches the postconceptual character
--of contemporary art; first negatively, through a critique of the confla-
tion of art and aesthetic, and then positively, through the idea of 2
historical ontology of the artwork. The early Romantic philosophical
sources of the structure of postconceptual art are then themselves
directly deployed in an interpretation of a work by Sol LeWiitt. Chapter
3 provides a critical engagement with some of the philosophical confu-
sions of the literature on modernism. It develops a new philosophical
concept of modernism consistent with the idea of the historical ontol-
ogy of the artwork, and explores the consequences for modernist
criticism of the destruction of the ontological significance of ‘medium’.
Chapter 4 examines the work of the US artist Robert Smithson as an
exemplary instance of the transcategorial character of postconceptual
art, produced as a consequence of the critical destruction of ‘medium’.
Chapter 5 explores the necessarily ‘distributive’ character of the unity of
Postconceptual works, though an investigation of photographic ontol-
ogy and the radicalization of its immanent multiplicity of visualizations
brought about by digital technology. Chapter 6 outlines the elements
for a construction of the concept of art space, within the terms of a
historical ontology of urban form. Chapter 7 reflects, correspondingly,
on the temporal dimensions of art Space — attention, memory, expecta-
tion — associated with the idea of the postconceptual work as a ‘project’,

introduced in Chapter 2 and further elaborated through the idea of -

project space, at the end of Chapter 6.
The structure of the book is, philosophically, loosely Romantic, in
the sense that it may be read as a series of seven collections of fragments
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The fiction of the contemporary

The construction of a critical concept of contemporary art requires, as
its premise, the construction of a more general concept of the contem-
orary. After a brief reflection on the semantics of the contemporary,
this chapter outlines such a construction, via the extension of this
cemantic field to its widest and philosophically most fundamental object:
history. The contemporary appears there, first, structurally, as idea,
problem, fiction and task; and second, historically, in its most recent
guise as the time of the globally rransnational. When this conception is
transposed onto the artistic field, contemporary art appears, in its
strongest critical sense, as the artistic construction and expression of
contemporaneity. Two aspects of the artistic articulation of the space-
time of the contemporary as a transnational globality are highlighted
below, with reference to the work of The Adlas Group, 19992005 (to
whom I return at the end of the book, in Chapter Seven): the fictionali-
qation of artistic authority and the collectivization of artistic fictions.
Attention to these two constitutive aspects of contemporary art, as an
art of contemporaneity ina global context, makes the work of The Atlas
Group emblematic of a new kind art, which aspires to articulate the
fiction of our incipiently global contemporaneity to its fullest extent.

Together in umef

The oot idea of the contemporary as a ‘living, existing, or occurring
together’ in time, specifically, within the periodicity of a human life, has
been around a long while. Derived from the medieval Latin conzernporar-
jus, and the late Latin conzemporalis, the English ‘contemporary’ dates from
around the mid-seventeenth century. It was only after the Second World
War, however, that it began to acquire its current historical and critical
connotations through its use, first as a specification of, and then in contrast

to, periodizing uses of ‘modern’. Perhaps it was the collective sense of
survival in the aftermath of a war that had opened up social experience
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beyond national frontiers that produced in Europ
historical period with the temporal quality of the shared present itself. Thq

immediate postwar years saw new uses of ‘contemporary’ in English ¢,
denote both a specific style of design (‘contemporary design’) and the arg;g._
tic present more generally (‘contemporary arts”), in their differences frop,
the preceding period. This is the source of that sense of up-to-datenegg
with which the term remains predominantly iden

tified in popular usage,
When the Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA) was foundeq in

London in 1946, for example, it was very up to date indeed. Doubly ang
paradoxically so, in fact, in so far as it both fed

of the pre-war avant-garde, acting out a weake:
ral logic of futurity, and took a step back from that avant-garde’s ruptury]
historical futurity into the more expansive present of a new beginning. 1y
the years immediately following the Second World War, the future was
imaged as much by the desire to throw off the restrictions of wartime life
and achieve some kind of ‘normality’ as by the fundamental social
changes that the end of the war was to bring about.! In the UK, unlike
France and Italy, no break with capitalism was envisaged, but rather 5
different capitalism, of peace and social democratic reconstruction
(although ‘Cold War’ would soon become the new name for peace in
Europe). The transformation of ‘advanced’ art’s identification with a
radically different future — associated in Britain largely with surrealism

~ into an identification with a more extended present exchanged the

anticipation of an ‘end of art’ (the famous avant-garde dissolution of art

into life) for a focus on interactions between the arts, and popular and

technologically advanced arts, like cinema, architectiire and advertising

in particular. This was characteristic of the work of the Independent
Group at the ICA (1952-55), for example, culminating in the 7his /s
Tomorrow exhibition at the Whitechapel in 1956. The future, apparently,
had already arrived — a standpoint later ironized in Victor Burgin’s 1976
photowork, This Is the Tomorrow You Were Promised Yesterday.
However, the separating of ‘modern’ and ‘contemporary’ that this
notion of contemporary arts involves in no way dominated the historical
consciousness of the institutional field of art at that time.” Rather, the

contemporary acted there mainly as a qualification of (rather than a coun-

ter to) ‘the modern’: the contemporary was the most recent modern, buta
modern with a moderated, less

ruptural futurity, ‘Contemporary’ was still
not enough of a critical concept in its own right by the 1970s to be included
in Raymond Williams’s influential Reywords: 4 Vocabulary of Culture and
Sociery (1976). And a decade later, when Matei Calinescy updated his book ‘
Faces of Modernity (1977) into Five Faces ofModemig/ (1987), it was ‘post-
modernism’ that provided the topic for the new chapter, alongside terms
- already established by the end of the 1930s — ‘modernism’, ‘avant-garde’,

off the residual energies
ned version of its tempo-

e the association of 5 ney,
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enofiljﬁ;(f;i%’ art-critically, in an extended postwar.
esS;fLe oo Ographical terrain of this periodization is formally worldwide
_ marked as it is by the end of a ‘world” war. Yet it is effectively an art
world seen and selected from the standpoint of the USA — that is, one
side of the Cold War inaugurated by the postwar. The postwar defini-
don of the contemporary, until very recently, effectively excluded the
ocialist’ states (1945-90) from historical time, recog-

‘actually existing s U) from nf
nizing only an externally intelligible artistic ‘dissidence’ based on the
continuation of past modernist Jegacies or the importation of then-cur-

rent Western forms. Art-historically, this was made possible by the

Museum of Modern Art’s institutional appropriation of the work of the

pre-war European avant-gardes during the 1930s, which allowed for the

subsequent narration of postwar US abstractartas the authentic continu-

ation of this project, and thereby of the “Western’ artistic tradition as a
whole. In artistic terms, the dominant version of this periodization thus
privileges the heritage of abstraction.!! It has tended to read later work in
these terms, to the detriment of the conceptual and political heritage of
Duchamp, Dada and Surrealism — although the canon is now gradually
expanding. (Dadaism and Surrealism appear on Alfred H. Barr’s famous
fAowchart only in so far as they feed into ‘non-geometrical abstraction’
_ that i, as essentially painterly traditions.) .

If the first periodization is geopolitically epochal in character — regis-
tering the weight within Western art history of the broadest political
determinations — yet also parochial in both its backward-lookingness and
restricted geographical focus, the second periodization focuses more
tightly, in its framing terms, on developments immanent to artistic prac-
fices and their art-institutional recognition. This is a periodization that

conceives contemporary artas beginning some time in the early 1960s, in
that ontological break with prevailing object-based and medium-specific
neo-avant-garde practices carried out by a range of new types of work, of
which performance, minimalism and conceptual art appear, retrospec-
tively, as the most decisive.”” From this point of view, contemporary art zs
‘event’ marking this rupture is not an empiri-

post-conceptual art.” The
ther ‘the Sixties’ itself — that complex

cal, punctually datable one, but ra
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conjunction of social, political and cultural radicalisms that swept through
not just North America and Western Europe,* but whole swathes of the
globe — from South America to South-East Asia. Politically, it is often
conveniently epitomized in the figure of ‘1968, although its artistically
decisive manifestations were earlier in the decade. This was also the
decade of an initial internationalization of contemporary art within its
largely North American and residually European hegemonic frame. Japa-
nese and South American artists, in particular, were incorporated into an
internationalizing US hegemony.

Despite a conceptual focus on the ontology of the work of art, which
derives from a predominantly US narrative frame, this periodization is
thus, ironically, more geopolitically expansive in its sense of the artistic
terrain than the previous one —although it too has incorporated ‘Second
World’ (state socialist) art of the 1960s and 1970s from the Soviet Union,
Eastern Europe and China largely only retrospectively (after 1989), as a
supplement, rather than as contributing constitutively to art’s contem-
poraneity. One reason for the expansiveness of this standpoint is that
the opening of this period coincides with the intensification of anti-
imperialist struggles for national liberation, which had decisive domestic
political effects within Western states. Another reason, more simply,
was the development of commercial air travel and communications
technology. Nonetheless, it is the radically dispersed, materially distrib-
uted character of the art — associated with its incorporation of
non-traditional means, often from the mass media — that is the unifying
principle of the periodization, enacting a decisive break with what went
before. Here, contemporary art deploys an open infinity of means, and
operates with an institutionally- and philosophically-grounded generic
conception of ‘art’ that exceeds the historically received conventions
that had previously defined artistic mediums. A significant amount of

_the institutionally validated art currently produced still fails to attain
contemporaneity in this art-critically immanent sense.

The third main periodization of contemporary art one finds in current
art-critical discourse is more immediate: ‘art after 1989’ — symbolically, the
breaching of the Berlin Wall. With respect to the Cold War, 1989 is the
dialectical counterpart to 1945. After 1989, the Cold War is finally over.
But with respect to world politics, 1989 is the dialectical counterpart to
1917 (the Russian Revolution). If 1917—89 is a meaningful “period” in world
history (the epoch of historical communism) the argument goes, then

surely ‘contemporary art should now be redefined as art after 19897 Politi-

cally, 1989’ signifies the end of historical communism (or ‘actually existing
socialism”), the dissolution of independent Left political cultures, and the
decisive victory of aneo-liberal globalization of capital —incorporating the
current engine of the world economy, capitalism in China.”

THE FICTION OF THE CONTEMPORARY

This corresponds artistically to three convergent features of institutionally

validated art since the 1980s: the apparent closure of the historical horizon
of the avant-garde; a qualitative deepening of the integration of autono-
mous art into the culture industry; and a globalization and
transnationalization of the biennale as an exhibition form.!* Of these, itis
the first that is most problematic, since the question of the avant-garde is
now as much that of the critical construction of historical meanings as it is
of any formal, identifiable features of the works themselves. It is further
complicated by the existence of two distinct forms of the avant-garde.

Following Peter Biirger’s Theory of the Avant-Garde," it has become
conventional to distinguish the conjointly artistic and pol1t1ca1 perspective
of the classical or ‘historical’ avant-gardes of the early twentieth century
from the purely artistic ‘neo’-avant-gardes of the 1940s and 1950s, which
attempted to sustain the avant-garde model of art history independently
of its relations to socio-economic and political change. Itis this neo-avant-
garde art-historical consciousness that is most directly challenged by the
sheer diversity of forms of internationally exhibited work produced since
1989 — in fact, since the 1960s. On the other hand, the more socially and
pol1t1ca11y complex perspective of the historical avant-gardes was also
revived in the 1960s and 1970s by a range of work, which was either
directly political in character, had strong anti-art elements, or embodied
art-institutional and social critique. Such work continued to derive its
historical intelligibility from its claim on the future, albeit, increasingly,
an abstractly projected (imaginary) future, or mere horizon, rather than a
politically actual one. These kinds of work — suspended between the
perspectives of the historical- and neo-avant-gardes — continue into the
immediate present. Nonetheless, international art-institutions rarely
present contemporary work in terms of the historical consciousness of the
avant-garde, other than in a ‘retro’ mode, borrowed from some of this
work itself (by the Russian group Chro DeZaz, for example).

One reason for this is that the increasing integration of autonomous
art into the culture industry has imposed a more immediate and prag-
matic’ sense. of historical time onto the institutional framing of
contemporary work — although this remains a profoundly contradic-
tory process. For this integration is by no means an outright negation of
autonomy by commodification and political rationality, so much as a
new systemic functionalization of autonomy itself — a new kind of
‘affirmative culture’ . This new systemic functionalization of autonomy
(this new ‘use’ of art’s ‘uselessness”) corresponds to the global transna-
tionalization of the biennale as an exhibition form, and its integration
into the logics of international politics and regional development. From
this point of view, art must reflectively incorporate this new context
into its procedures if it is to. remain ‘contemporary’. From the
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standpoint of this last periodization, then, our three periodizations of
contemporary art are not so much self-sufficient and competing alterna-
tive definitions as different intensities of contemporaneity, different
interpenetrating historical strata. Each may become closest to the
surface on particular occasions, but always as mediated by its relationg

- to the other two. It is this differential historical temporality of the
present that renders dynamic, in any particular instance, 2 work’s artic.
ulation of the structural features that characterize contemporary art
ontologically, according to the second definition.

Idea, problem, fiction, task

The root idea of the contemporary as a living, existing, or occurring
together ‘in’ time, then, requires further specification as a differential
historical temporality of the present: a coming together of different but
equally ‘present’ times, a temporal unity in disjunction, or a disjunctive
unity of present times. As a historical concept, the contemporary thus
involves a projection of unity onto the differential totality of the times
of human lives that are in principle, or potentially, present to each other
in some way, at some particular time — paradigmatically, now, since it is
the living present that provides the model of contemporaneity. That is
to say, the concept of the contemporary projects a single historical time
of the present, as a living present: a common, albeit internally disjunc-
tive, present historical time of human lives. “The contemporary’, then,
is another way of referring to the historical present. Such a notion is
inherently problematic but increasingly inevitable.

Itis problematic, theoretically, first because it is an ‘idea’ in Kant’s techni-
cal sense of the term: its object (the total conjunction of present times) is
beyond possible experience. It is thus an object that exists only “in the idea’
and is hence the site of a problem that requires investigation. All ideas, as
concepts of the totality or the unconditioned, are problematic for Kant.”
Such concepts depend upon an “as if’ — Kant also calls them ‘heuristic
fictions’ — which cannot be objectively validated, but which may legiti-
matelybe used to ‘regulate’ experience, so long as they are not contradicted
by it. This is the ‘hypothetical’ employment of pure reason: the idea of the
contemporary hypothetically projects an internally differentiated and
dynamic spatial-temporal unity of human practices within the present. As
such it is a hypothetical presupposition of any possible ‘human science’.?’

However, the concept of the contemporary is problematic theoreti-
cally not only because it goes beyond possible experience (in the narrow

Kantian sense of experience as the experience of spatio-temporally given
objects of knowledge);itisalso problematic, ina more fundamental sense,
because of its attribution of unity to the temporal mode of the present,

THE FICTION OF THE CONTEMPORARY

hvpothetical, as such. As Heidegger famou‘sly argued, "the
howeves }ilt? by itself, in its presentness, cannot be considered some kln-d
e };1 tem’oral receptacle for objects of experience, since it
of Self_c?mamih dif?erentiation or fractured togetherness of the other
only ex-Ists 85 edes (past and future), under the priority of its futural
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atemporalfu?}izyco:c;jnporar;”is thus inhe’rently speculative, not just
coneep ‘(i is epistemologically problematic in its application to 'hi.stor}f,
becilsea;se it f)s structurally anticipatory, as such. For Heidegger, it is this
but :;11 futurity that allows one to be “for’ one’s t.ime.22 -
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resent from the standpoint of Whicl.q its relational tqtahty cou be lied
as a whole, in however epistemologically problematic ﬂ(:r telzllfeort Lo
tentially fragmented anticipatory form. NPnfadleles?, e c_c; rheps of the
contemporary functions as Zf there is. Th.at is, it functions as i e pI o
tive horizon of the unity of huma'tn hlstory .had been reac ea.n I s
respect, the contemporary is a utopian 1<.:1ea, with bot}.x fleglan;;eis bo]tgh o
tive aspects. Negatively, it involves a d1savowal.§ positive fy, s
act of the productive imagination and.the estabhs}.lment o 1 a diéavowal
The concept of the contemporary 1nvolve:s a d1sa.W0va - ; vl
of its own futural, anticipatory or speculative b‘a31s — 10 1; e ex eThis
which it projects into existence an aczual total conjunction o tlmes.t This
is a disawoval of the futurity of the present by'r-cs very presen duc:
essentially, it is a disavowal of politics. More .pos1t1ve1y, it 1sla Piz'ects
tive act of imagination to the extent to wh1ch.1t performatively p1 t'in o
a non-existent unity onto the disjunctive relanops between .coevfa i Sem.:
In this respect, in rendering present the absent time <?f a ?r}ltifhc; Sg;es et
times, all constructions of the contemporary are fictiona ,in e sense 57
fiction as a narrative mode.. Epistem.ologmally, one m}11g "LS‘aZi the.
contemporary marks that point of infilfferer.lce betwee.n. 1storf1c}_1e §
fictional narrative that has been assomated? s1nce2:4the critique f(i) ; gth ;
with the notion of speculative experi'ence itself. Mo‘rg §pe]§1 ca e};,l e
contemporary is an operative fiction: it regulates {:}Le division : etvv;rt the
past and the present within the present. And.1F dois sc;; in fo'e:: o
simply by recognizing certain contemporaneities, ut.th}.f pthe] e
contemporaneity — the establishment of connections within
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present — as a task to be achieved. (In Kant, the ideas of reason ground,
first, morality, and later, historical politics, as infinite tasks.)

We can see this regulation at work in, for example, the transforma-
tion of the effective meaning of ‘generation’. Based in the periodicity of
the human life span, ‘contemporary’ is at base a generational term:
generations share time. However, in the wake of modernity’s subjection
of the temporality of generations to the destruction of tradition (the
handing down of knowledge and practices between generations), and
its consequent subjection of the temporal rhythms of the social trans-
mission of knowledge and experience to those of communications
technologies, the social actuality of ‘generational’ change no longer just
corresponds to human generations, but equally, possibly predomi-
nantly, to ‘generations’ of technologies,” to which all human generations
are subjected, albeit unequally. And these generations are of shorter and
shorter duration. The fiction of the contemporary is thus becoming, in
this respect at least, progressively contracted. The present of the
contemporary is becoming shorter and shorter.”

It is the fictional ‘presentness’ of the contemporary that distin-
guishes it from the more structurally transitory category of modernity,
the inherently self-surpassing character of which identifies it with a
permanent transitoriness, familiar in the critical literature since
Baudelaire. In this respect, the contemporary involves a kind of inter-
nal retreat of the modern to the present. As one recent commentator
has put it, contemporaneousness is ‘the pregnant present of the origi-
nal meaning of modern, but without its subsequent contract with the
future.’” This fictive co-presentness of a multiplicity of times associ-
ates the contemporary — at a deep conceptual level — with the
~ theological culture of the image. In Michael Fried’s famous phrase —
from which all sense of the imaginary, fictitious character of the
. experience is absent — ‘presentness is grace’.”

If modernity projects a present of permanent transition, forever
reaching beyond itself, the contemporary fixes or enfolds such transito-
riness within the duration of a conjuncture, or at its most extreme, the
stasis of a present moment. Such presentness finds its representational
form in the annihilation of temporality by the image. It is in the photo-
graphic and post-photographic culture of the image that the

contemporaneity of the contemporary is most clearly expressed. The

image interrupts the temporalities of the modern and nature alike. It is
with regard to the disruption of these normative rhythms that the
contemporary appears as ‘heterochronic’ — the temporal dimension of a
general heteronomy or multiplicity of determinations — or even as
‘untimely’ (unzeizgemdsse), in Nietzsche’s sense.” The contemporary
marks both the moment of disjunction (and hence antagonism) within

THE FICTION OF THE CONTEMPORARY

the disjunctive unity of the historical present and the existential unity of

the disjunctiveness of presentness itself.

This disjunctive, antagonistic unity of the contemporary. is not just
temporal, but equally — indeed, in certain respects primarily — spatial.
This is the fourth respect in which the concept of the contemporary is
problematic: the problem of the disjunctive unity of times is the problem
of the unity and disjunction of social space — that is, in its most extended
form, the problem of the geopolitical. The idea of the contemporary poses
the problem of the disjunctive unity of space-time, or the geopolitically
historical. The temporal dialectic of the new, which gives qualitative defi-
nition to the historical present (as the standpoint from which its unity is
constructed), but which the notion of the contemporary cuts off from the
future, must be mediated with the complex global dialectic of spaces, if
any kind of sense is to be made of the notion of the historically contempo-
raneous. That is, the fiction of the contemporary is necessarily a geopolitical
fiction. This considerably complicates the question of periodization: the
durational extension of the contemporary ‘backwards’, into the recent
chronological past, at any particular time. This durational extension of
the contemporary (as a projected unity of the times of present lives)
imposes a constantly shifting periodizing dynamic that insists upon the
question of when the present begins. But this question has very different
answers depending upon where you are thinking from, geopoliticalty.”

The historical motto, ‘to each present, its own prehistory,” must thus
be interpreted to mean: to each geopolitically differentiated construction
of the present, its own prehistory. In this respect, we can distinguish zhe
subject of the contemporary (the contemporary’s ‘T’) from that of a classi-
cal modernity. For as Ricoeur has put it, the “full and precise formulation’
of the concept of modernity is achieved only ‘when one says and writes
“our” modernity’, at the level of the concept of history.” And one can
only say and write ‘our’ modernity at the level of history, in the collective
singular, by positing, following Hegel, an I that is we and we that is I” as
its speculative absolute subject.”> When one says or writes ‘our’ contem-
poraneity, on the other hand, one is referring to the temporal conjunction
of differential subject positions, differential temporalities, which produces
not ‘a we that is I’, but a we that is a conjunction of a plurality of tempo-
rally co-present ‘I’s. The subject of modernity (and there is ultimately a
singular one) has a ‘collective’ dialectical unity; the equally speculative,
but differently unitary, subject of the contemporary has a ‘distributive’
unity.” In this respect, one might suggest, the discourse of nationally or
regionally specific ‘multiple modernities’ can achieve theoretical coher-
ence at the level of the whole (history) only in articulation with the
concept of the contemporary — despite the discrete conceptual content of
modernity and contemporaneity- as temporal ideas. For the idea of an
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immanently differential global moderniry presupposes a certain globa]
contemporaneity as the ground of its immanent production of the tempo-
ral differential of the new.

For all these theoretical problems of the fictive character of temporal
unity and the disjunction of spatial standpoints, however, constructions of
the contemporary increasingly appear as inevitable, because growing
global social interconnectedness gives meaningful content to these fictions,
filling out their speculative projections with empirical material (facts’),
thereby effecting a transition from fictional to historical narrative, This is
the domain of the booming genre of global histories of the present
(Hobsbawm, Arrighi, Gunder-Frank, et al.).* Such histories are as perfor-
mative as they are empirical (that is, they are constructions), but they

~ aspire to an empirically consistent hypothetical unity of the present, beyond
pure heteronomy or multiplicity. In this respect, the concept of the contem-
porary has indeed acquired, in practice, the regulative necessity of a
Kantian ‘idea’. Increasingly, ‘the contemporary” has the transcendental
status of a condition of the historical intelligibility of social experience.

The gloéal transnational, or, the coﬁzemporary toé’ay

And increasingly, the fiction of the contemporary is primarily a global
or a planetary fiction. More specifically, the fiction of a global transna-
tionality has recently displaced the 140-year hegemony of an
internationalist imaginary, 1848—1989, which came in a variety of politi-
cal forms. This is a fiction — a projection of the temporary unity of the
present across the planet — grounded in the contradictory penetration of
received social forms (‘communities’, “cultures’, ‘nations’, ‘societies’ —
all increasingly inadequate formulations) by capital, and their
consequent enforced interconnection and dependency. In short, today,
the contemporary (the fictive relational unity of the historical present)
is transnational because our modernity is that of a tendentially global
capital. Transnationality is the putative socio-spatial form of the current
temporal unity of historical experience.®
As Gayatri Spivak has argued, ‘demographic shifts, diasporas, labour
- migrations, the movements of global capital and media, and processes of
cultural circulation and hybridization’ have rendered the twin geopolitical
imaginary of a culturalist postcolonial nationalism and a metropolitan
multiculturalism at best problematic and at worse redundant. Rather,

What we are witnessing in the postcolonial and globalizing world is
- a return of the demographic, rather than territorial, frontiers that
predate and are larger than capitalism. These demographic frontiers,
responding to large-scale migration, are now appropriating the
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orary version of virtual reality and creating the kind of1
em . . .

oo tatP; collectivities that belonged to the shifting multicultura
aras

mpires that preceded monopoly capitalism.*
e

Territorial frontiers OF bf)rders (basica}ly, natio}rll-states). zz az?rll)]e;; ;c;
ion by ‘globalization” in two ways. F}rst, they have anin g
exosion ¥ ical ¢ ability’. “Borders are easily crossed from
11 restricted physical ‘permeability
sl re countries, whereas attempts to enter from the so-called
metropoftien tries enc,:ounter bureaucratic and policed frontiers, alto-
Periphefal ccé??f‘lcult to permeate.””’ People mainly cross borders from the
e o hery to the metaphorical centre only as variable capital —
oo e is a ki In the new transnational
i i art labour. (Art is a kind of passport. In ew’ iona
inclucing > ia of fi ovement, while in actuality it
aces, it figures a market utopia of free m ent, 5
SI;nb éies the contradiction of the mediation of this movement ]?y capital.)
Zeco(;d, informational technology makes possible the cons'ntun?rtlh c;furrll?ry
social subjects, and — equally importa_ntly —the reconstruction (;
of fragmented older ones, across national frontiers, in a new W, ]}37 o
But how is this geopolitically com.plex contem.po.raneng to be 'XI:lce'd
enced or represented? And, in particular, h(')w’1s it fo e exlsizr;? .
through or as art? The issue is less ‘erpresentat}on thanhprgsergf on Qe
Vorstellung than Darstellung): the interpretation of W] atdff' thr fg  the
construction of new wholes out of its fragmem‘:s and modalities o e -
ence. This is as much a manifestation of the' will to contemporaneity —
will to force the multiplicity of coeval socia? times together —asitis a queosf-‘
tion of representation. At is a privileged ’( cultural. ca\r);r/}'(ilrﬁ1 o
contemporaneity, as it was of previous for;ns of modermtly.. i 1 the
historical expansion, geopolitical different}a.non a'nd temporal intens =
tion of contemporaneity, it has become cnncall}r 1ncu1rfbe'nt upon anyd j
with a claim on the present to situate itself, reflexively, -W1th1n this expande
field. The coming together of different tz:mes that constitutes t;lhe cogter:zc;;
rary, and the relations between the social spaces in which these n}?eh iy
embedded and articulated, are thus the two main axes alF)ng which the
historical meaning of art is to be plotted. In response to this condition, in
recent years, the inter- and transnational charactensm?s of a;ll art space
have become the primary markers of its con.temporanercy. In the 3:1006887
the institutions of contemporary art have attained an unprece.dente d _lgg;e?
of historical self-consciousness and have created a nf)x.fel kind of cu é:uzla
space — with the international biennale as iFs al_r_eady tiring emblerr]; - e~e11;
cated to the exploration through art of s1m1laF1t1es and d1fferen:§s etvvet1
geopolitically diverse forms of social experience that have o ylzezcsen y
begun to be represented within the parameters .of a common world. ]
If art is to function critically within these institutions, as a construc
tion and expression of the contemporary — that is, if it is to appropriate
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il; sce)rzgstoigilslzini% Ir)nower of the image as the basis for new histor;
temporal irlternationalustdrelate d1rf:ct1y to the socio-spatial ontdéca11
e ernationa an : trar}sn:.monal sites and relations. It is at thj
Siuciuinr N ﬁto?;cal &gmﬁcance of the transformation of thls
Rt (r) f, ettected in the course of the last fifty years (o :
ol of asation of contemporary art, above), from a craft—bas:(g
o s o mediums to : postconceptual and transcategorical ontologe
This leads me to,m ms'mg)l " b )
o bl ﬂ};e amn thesis, which at this point I can do no mor
s s s h colnvergence and mutual conditioning of historic;j
o adons i ch nto og}”ly of the artwork (Chapters 2 and 4) and
oning toet e cﬁ:c?e (Chapter 6)—a convergence and mutual cond:
Do s i xoc Coﬁi erzlrrlnore general ec01:10mic and communicationg]
oo omopmaesconten }f)orary art possible, in the emphatic sense of
e omoemporan Czy. ese convergent and mutually conditionin
e etons ak WOUI?H;Znnzganveform of processesof ‘de-b(jrder%r
de-bordering of the arts as medi}ljms ﬂ;ﬁ;en{uglg) o, o the
the national social spaces of art Mo’r siivel Oth’er’ e asting of
d.e-borderings have opened up'distirfcfiffzmvelx o mlght o e e
nce; of ageneric ‘art’, on the one hand, and tﬁilg?isrﬁﬂlne§ fquthe finie
fessof n the ~principle-infini
o Esi ;r:: iirzzlli:. TI}:;S ha§ beenan extralordinarily}?:omfj)icattl:ciiq Zrlltc?
pro ounly cont haveqrfz §t01;1ical process, in which artists, art-instity-
nationalism and migratiof,oit;azdg :opgngvi:if rtehgionalism, et
° : e the o i i
pos];uioglocszvpgzl‘:itt’v(v)l;h global Political—economic dyn};:icsganal ogicof
icinotitiinid ;:upy,;artlculate, critically reflect and transfigure so
o rnenation: 1.egace. Only,. I think, if the subject-position of its
prodution s 2l ect - that is, to construct and thereby express —
g of the structure of ‘the contemporary’ itself. The Wor]:Ef ';“She

Joseph Bitar

Joseph Bitar, we are told i i
n the openin i i
Jos c pening section of a 2004
T :2 eAttoIa; SZI‘(‘)II:IP/ Walid Raad entitled e Can Make Ra‘zf':deZtv_;’\?rk “
. sH, Ezes in Bfe1r'ut and is the city’s only resident e 10 'One |
decora;e.d. i[n legszals) beci:n injured several times in his long careeerI;n(c)isweS
: 722 by Guy Mollet. Booby traps, min sxder.
;uz zrimcagaa,tatmg devices have no secretf f;r ]o::P?dv:}fgi muifder_
do in today’s Beirut.”® The text is laid over 2 photo’graph e
— we are

Fig 1: The Atlas Group in collaboration with ‘Walid Raad, Bilal Khbeiz, and Tony Chakar,
We Can Make Rain But No One Came to Ask, 2006

invited to presume of Bitar — credited to Laurent Maous of the Gamma

agency, and provided with the classification number, 197880 (Fig. 1).

The figure of Bitar frames and gives narrative meaning to the video

that follows, which is largely made up of disjunctive footage from a

anoramic camera located at a road junction in the Beirut suburb that is

ve Bitar in the opening montage. The footage documents

the passing of cars and the transformation of the bomb-damaged built
environment. Looking out at us as we look onto the suburban pano-
rama, and back at him, a subtle transfer of gazes effects the displacement
of Bitar's look from us to the panorama, providing our gaze with his
eyes. Asa result, the rest of the work appears to us, inlarge part, through
Bitar’s eyes — the eyes of someone with expertise in explosives.

This way of presenting contemporary Beirut and, more broadly, the
recent history of Lebanon, from the dual standpoint of afictional char-
acter and a documentation of explosions, is familiar from earlier work
by The Atlas Group. It dates back to what is labelled “Volume 38" of the
Notebooks in the Fakhouri File in The Atlas Group Archive, Already

Been in a Lake of Fire: 145 cut-out photographs of cars, allegedly
a

pictured abo

corresponding to the make, model and colour of every car used as a

bomb in the twenty-five years of wars in Lebanon between 1975 and
1991.# It is probably most familiar from various presentations of mate-
rial from the Group file, Thin Neck; in particular, My Neck is Thinner
Than a Hair: A History of Car Bombs in the Lebanese Wars, Volumes
7245 (Fig. 2), parts of which were shown at the 2003 Venice Biennale,
for example. One hundred four mixed-media works from this docu-
ment make up the whole of Volume 2 of The Atlas Group’s collected
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g 2: The Atlas Group in collaboration wiih Walid Raac ‘
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works.#2 . .
8. In these linked series of works, includj THE FICTI
> 1

rather different, ‘A Disclosure’ (2007) g the more recen; 1.

Lebanese Pri i N about the a s , ’s activities in 1999,ina transitional work that was first
three deca desn;rc; ﬁ?ﬁ;;z lr{aﬁl; Hariri on Valentine’s ]S;Z;S;%%t;on of . T h? Ad:; S)r(\);flalid Raad (when it was published as a project in Public
exploding cars. Bitar’s sur y of Lebanon is condensed intq a hf the Jag 3fmbut) and subsequently appeared in the name of the group: Missing
ago, but still with plent O?Hsmgly I‘ong life — decorated istory of Culture s g 3), a collection of newspaper clippings of the
history, acting as a fur t{l work in ‘today’s Beirus® — encoty~ﬁve Yearg L‘féar.ws horses in weekly races allegedly bet upon by ‘the major histo-
of the Lebanese car b Omir_condensation: a condensation O;n basses th; Wmnmgr the Lebanese war’. These are taped into a notebook and

The character of Fy into the figure of Bitar,# the hiStOry :;nbselﬁlshed by Fakhouri with details of ‘the race’s distance and dura-

of the winning horse; calculations of averages; the

khouri (compiler and an
exploded cars) was estah

cut-out .
photographs of rion; the tme

notator of the eqy; ; ) ? . .
Tlier ‘nitials with their respective bets; the time discrepancy

e o lished at ¢ - torians’ il
~ s ” he outset of hfetgicted by the winning historian’ — they were betting not on the
t gvinnerS, but on the timing of the track photographer’s photograph of

the winner, relative to the winning line — along with ‘short descriptions
of the winning historian’. Fakhouri had previously appeared in the
Acknowledgements to an carlier work, Miraculous Beginnings (published
in 1997), attributed to the Arab Research Institute in collaboration with
Fouad Boustani and Walid Raad, in the foreword by Boustani, director
of the Beirut Photographic Centre.* ‘ :

In the presentation of Missing Lebanese Wars, Fakhouri is claimed to
have been ‘the most renowned historian of Lebanon’, to have died in
1993, and ‘to everyone’s surprise’ to have ‘bequeathed hundreds of
documents to The Atlas Group for preservation and display’. This
surprise was perhaps not least occasioned by the fact that he died some
‘ six years prior to the formation of the Group. Systematically aberrant
| chronologies are a distinctive feature of all of the narratives presented in
S ——— 3 The Atlas Group’s work, and the main sign of their fictional status.

: , L W”¥ 3 w‘ Prey G . Fakhouri is one of three characters to whom files are attributed in the
,«7”\%‘/ Yo Y e s arFlig Lt ‘ Group Archive — the other two being Souheil Bachar (a Lebanese man
s AU g F O : held hostage for ten years between 1983 and 1993, who is said to have
S f spent abrief period with the famous British and American hostages) and
Operator #17. Souheil Bachar is heard on the soundtrack of the two
videos Hostage: The Bachar Tapes, #17 and #31 (two of a purported
fifty-three short videos made by Bachar, and the sole items in his file),
which narrate a secret erotic dimension of the hostages’ relations with
their captors. Operator #17is a Lebanese security agent who regularly
rurns his surveillance camera from the promenade in Beirut towards the
‘ : sunset, producing a video document, which The Atlas Group entitled 7

/ : iid Only Wish I Could Have Wept. -
Sibjors o Gongust1080 Fakhouri’s identity is fixed by a series of twenty-four photographs
.Lebmon_Cﬁmegi?JnﬁLlﬁlna:lfa(%Zﬁ:f:g;’h Center of him on a trip to Paris and Rome in 1958 and 1959. Yet in 2006, he
) returned from the dead to collaborate with The Atlas Group, on 2
Raad, My Neck Js Thimmer Than o pros project called “Vituperative Speeches’, published in the NYU drama
“n a tar, : review TDR, which also published his correspondence with its
>. editor.® As will already be clear, a significant proportion of Atlas

iy e ngm”g,‘ {,

A

o
1960, Borput, Lebanon)
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Deseription of the Winning Historian:

He is not merely miserable. He is brilliant at it.
There seems no event, no matter how trivial that
does not arouse him to a frenzy of self-mortification

Historians' Initials and Bets:

1.Ks -717
2.MM +830
3. FF +72¢
4.PH 222
5 HG +311

6.RO +001

7.AB -821
8. 8K -112

Winsiing Historian / Time:
PH -223

Race Distance:
1000 m.
Winning Time:
110
Average Speed:
T 805 kmihr,

Distance Between Horse
and Finish Line:

-18

Fig. 3: The Atlas Group in collaboration with Walid Raad, Notebook Polume 72:
Missing Lebanese Wars, Plate 132, Document attributed to Dr Fad] F: akhouri. Date

(attributed): 1989. Date (production): 1998,
Group work has its public origins in intellectual publications, and
only thereafter in art spaces. ,
On brief inspection and reflection, the division of The Atlas Grou
Archive into the 3 categories of A (for authored), FD (for found docu-
ments) and Al

GP (for Atlas Group Project documents) is thus clearly
fictional — since all are actually different types of Atlas Group Project
dociiments. But despite the numerous, albeit at times subtle, markers of

mentary apparatus and

the project’s overall fictitious character, its docu
forms, combined with its significant . actual documentary content,
tus. This is sometimes

continue to persuade viewers of its factua] sta
true even under extreme Provocation, as shown by the audience reac-

tion to Walid Raad’s performance at the 2006
example, when it seemed that no fictional exaggeration, however
extreme, could undermine the presumption of factuality.

Joseph Bitar, then, is the latest of a small cast of fictional characters
~used by The Atlas Group (to whose own status I shall return) to
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might say, is a condition of Azsrorical fictionalization);
exploitation of the documentary, simultaneously, as ind
pure cultural form. More deeply, it relies for its produ
upon a general ambiguity in the relationship betwee
fictional narratives, through which it achieves both its p
political force. On the one hand, this ambiguity is const
tice that uses fictional historical narratives for critical e
hand, a rigorous internal demarcation between the ind
formal (that is, fictional) use of documents is marked
aberrant chronologies and narrative contradictions —
at times applied to the narration of the formation of
itself, variously specified as 1999, 1977 and 1986—99 (1
year). It is through the relation between the anonym
the fiction of the Group itself and the nationa] specificity of its fictiong
(‘Lebanon’) that the ‘contemporary’, global, zransnational character ang
political meaning of its practice are constructed.

Artist collectives (fictional and actual) are fashionable once again.
For over a decade now, they have been proliferating like wildfire :
through the international art éommunity, whether in purportedly singy-
lar form (‘Claire Fontaine’) or explicitly collective guise (Rags Media
Collective). And there is now a revisionist historiography of such
collectives’ recent past.” There are a vatiety of reasons for this, mostly
to do with the attempts to refashion the modes of effectivity of the rela-
tions between politics and art. My thesis is that artistic collectivism has

a new function here tied to its fictionalization, at the moment of global ,;
transnationalism. The recent spate of collectives (fictional or otherwise) ‘
are its generally unconscions manifestation, "

The collectivization of the fictionalization of the artist-function

works, once again, at two levels: the collectivity of the Group, and the
collectivization of authority inherent in the (in this case fictionalized)
documentary form — at its limit, the material ‘collectivity’ of indexical-
ity itself, the signifying power of nature. The link is anonymity. It is
-through the combination of anonymity and reference inherent in the
pseudonym ‘The Atlas Group’, with its global connotations, that its

fictive collectivity comes to figure the speculative collectivity of the
globally transnational itself. e

I claimed earlier that currently it is only capital that immanently
projects the utopian horizon. of global social interconnectedness, in the
ultimately dystopian form of the market: only capital manifests a subject-,
structure at the level of the global. Yet capitalist sociality (the grounding
of societies in relations of exchange) is essentially abstract; it is a matter of

Sform, rather than ‘collectivity’

- Collectivity is produced by the inter-
connectedness of practices, but the universal interconnectedness and
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Art Beyond Aesthetics

[n US art writing of the mid-1960s —at the moment of the emergence of
what would become ‘contemporary art’ from the standpoint of its
;mmanently artistic periodization — it .mattc?r.ed very much who was
speaking. Whether it was the formalist critic (Clement Greenberg,
Michael Fried) or the self-proclaimed conceptual artist (Sol LeWitt,
Joseph Kosuth), the authority of the discourse rested heavily on the
construction of the author-function. The struggle over art’s relation-
ship to aesthetic was 2 struggle over the institutional authorization of
the beholder’, conducted by anew generation of artist-critics, construct-
ing a new kind of author-function, who refused to offer up objects
deemed appropriate to the beholder’s gaze.! This campaign against a
certain ‘aesthetic’ institution of spectatorship was at once anti-institu-
tional and the bearer of an alternative institutionalization, following the
temporal logic of artistic avant-gardes established at least a century
before.2 It so fundamentally transformed the field of practices institu-
tionally recognized as ‘art’, it will be argued here, as to constitute 2
change in art’s ‘ontology’ or very mode of being. The new, postconcep-
tual artistic ontology that was established — ‘beyond aesthetic’ — came to

" define the field to which the phrase ‘contemporary art’ most appropri-

ately refers, in its deepest critical sense. The historical ontology of
contemporary art, it is argued here, is thus most directly grasped in the
proposition: ‘Contemporary art is postconceptual art’?

" Before I expound this proposition, though, we need to consider the
modern concept of art more generally, in its difference from Kant’s
concept of ‘aesthetic art’, with which it is still frequently conflated, since
this conflation (grounded in a confusion about autonomy) continues to
generate confusion about the ontological status of aesthetic aspects of
contemporary art. To do this, we need to return to the relationship
between Kant's thought and that of Jena Romanticism, to clarify the
difference established there between ‘aesthetic’ and ‘metaphysical’
conceptions of art. This s the topic of the first section. Next, these terms
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- grasped, it is argued, has a philosophical status similar to what Hegy]
called a ‘speculative Proposition’ — or at least, a s
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Art Versus Aesthetic (Jena Romanticism contra Kant)

What is wrong with thinking about art, philosophically,
- What is wrong with identifying ‘aesthetics’ with the phil

The problem appears in an exemplary formulation in
Friedrich Schlegel’s Crizical Fragmenzs (1798):

as ‘aesthetic’?
osophy of art?
the fortieth of

In the sense in which it has been defi
aesthetic is a word which notoriousl

rance of the thing and of the langu

ned and used in Germany,

y reveals an equally perfect igno-
age. Why is it still used?*

What is this ‘equally perfect ignorance’ [g
of both the language and the thing? Not
what Kant himself derided in his m
Transcendental Aesthetic of his Critigue of Pure Reason (1781):
~namely, its use by ‘the Germans.. . . to designate that which others
call the critique of taste’. Schlegel’s fragment is an ironic citation or
rewriting of this passage. Its reference to “ignorance of the language’
cannot but evoke Kant’s advice to ‘desist’ from the use of the word
‘aesthetic’ to designate the critique of taste, in order ‘to save it for that
doctrine which is true science (Whereby one would come closer to the
language and the sense of the ancients, among whom the division of
cognition into aisthéta and noéra [things of sensibility and things of
the mind] was very well known).” The doctrine to which Kant is
referring is his own Transcendental Aesthetic, the first part of the
Transcendental Doctrine of Elements [of knowledge] in the Critique
of Pure Reason, within which the passage in question is located. It is
dedicated not to taste, but to the exposition of space and time as pure
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s the basis for the construction of a common
mantic position’.11 Famously, the method of immanently
flowed Kant to stray beyond the cognitive limits
i as a ‘standpoint’ but never as a doctrine. The
of feason,f aesthetic judgement-power concretizes this standpoint,
crfique 01 as the feeling of pleasure accompanying reflective aware-
Sub]ecftl :;Iee}lf;niw of subjectivity, as the ‘harmony’ of the faculties. It was
ness O that the Romantics seized upon and

. 3 1 ?
recisely this “Straying beyond . .
critical metaphysics of art. However,

claborated further, in a new post-
this formal consistency in Kant’s position does not appear sufficient to

meet his oW1l carlier objection to that use of ‘aesthetic’ which strays too

. A
far from ‘the language and sense of the ancients’. For the standpoint of

» transcendental critique of the structure of judgement abstracts from all
concretely sensuous par

ticularity (that is, it conceptualizes sensuous
particularity in terms of its logical singularity). It is thus not actually
original sense of ‘things of sensibility’. (The pure

P L]
‘aesthetic’, in Kant's

forms of intuition, on the other hand — space and time — being also ‘pure
intuitions’, are themselves aesthetic.) Transcendental critique of taste

_ as the critique of a specific type of judgement-power, rather than the
critical estimation of sensuous representations — is not ‘aesthetic’ in the
cense in which the ‘things of sensibility’ may be distinguished from the
‘things of the mind’. Rather, it is decisively ‘of the mind’, or, better, it is
‘of the mind’ and ‘of sensibility’ at the same time: in pure aesthetic
s of taste, the ontological distinction between aisthéta and

emphasized a

judgement
noéta collapses. The mind feels itself.
This is precisely the point of Kant’s transcendental analysis of judge-

ments of taste in terms of the reflective relations between cognitive
faculties — linguistic niceties apart, which at this point begin to appear
pedantic and (as Hegel later treated them) ‘a mere name’."? Kant’s Third
Critique transformed the meaning of ‘aesthetic’ by extending it beyond
the sensible (spatial and temporal) apprehension of the objects of ‘outer’
and ‘inner’ intuition to include reference to the feelings accompanying
the relations of reflection constitutive of the internal cognitive structure
of subjectivity itself. What is this but what Novalis would have called a
‘romanticization’ of aesthetic; its presentation as a self-reflection of the
absolute, once, following Johann Gottlieb Fichte, the subject has been
absolutized qua self-positing and self-reflective process?”” The ancient
distinction between aisthéta and noéta, to which Kant initially appealed,
is here no more than the linguistic register of a dualistic rationalism that
Kant has, finally, managed to move beyond. Human sensibility is irre-
ducibly judgemental and furthermore (contra Aristotle — who thought
each sense judged discretely) internally relationally so. This is a new
philosophical account of the ontological specificity of human
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subjectivity — the main philosophical source of the early Heige
existentialism, in fact. Kant’s linguistic innovation — to extend the
of “aesthetic’ to embrace the paradoxical pure ‘self-affection’ of the s
relation of human subjectivity™ — registers this co
Philologically speaking, this is hardly ‘ignorance’.
But what of ‘the thing’, critique of taste, as Kant cal
simply ‘criticism’ as it was known in England at the tim
new philosophically extended usage of ‘aesthetic’ must
aesthetic subjectivity can only feel itself, for Ka
taste occasioned by objects that ‘quicken’ it?' Th
the satirical charge of ‘ignorance’ begins to acq
For, in Kant’s later, dialectically ambiguous sen
the extension of sensibility to include the subject’s relation to itself
auto-affection —that is the problem, so much as its consequent Principleq
mdifference to the character of the objects that occasion judgement, i
particular, its principled indifference to the cognitive, relational, histoy.
ical and world-disclosing dimensions of worke of arz, which were syc},
a central part of ‘that which ozkers call the critique of taste’.
Famously, art judgements (such as
explicitly excluded by Kant from ‘pu
That is, Kant excludes from aesthetic

constitute the main part of the critique of taste, historically, as a critical
discourse, as an effect of the transcendentalism of his method. These are
grasped only by Kant’s much neglected and under-elaborated concept
of ‘logically conditioned’ aesthetic judgements — judgements which,
operating under the conditions of a determinate concept, such as ‘art’ or
‘painting’, are not aesthetically ‘pure’. For Kant, artistic beauty can
never be what he calls a ‘free’ or ‘purely aesthetic’ beauty (at least, not
qua artistic beauty), but only an ‘accessory’ or adherent beauty.! This
is the conceptual residue of his earlier objection to Baumgarten’s use of
the term ‘aesthetic’. There is thus a conceptual gap between art and
aesthetic that cannot be adequately bridged within the terms of Kant's
thought. In so far as ‘aesthetics’ is taken as the name for the philosophi-
cal treatment of art, we are confronted with a new and equally ironic
‘“ignorance of the thing and of the language’: aesthetic’s principled igno-
rance of art qua art.”” For Kant readily acknowledges that ‘aesthetic”
itself cannot distinguish art from nature: art becomes aesthetically pure
only when it appears ‘as if it were a mere product of nature’.!® Moreo-
ver, Kantian aesthetic judgement does not reflect on the con
this appearing ‘as if
qualities as illusion; i
of the concept of be
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the level of an aesthetically modified practical reason (there
the notorious problematic of ‘aesthetic and politics’ to whicp, our ir
lectual culture compulsively returns).”! However, there are metaph, o
as well as practical implications of the artwork’s production of thzzll
sion of its self-determination. The illusion of self-determinatiop, appe
metaphysically as a distinctive type of productivity. Kant Provided g
model for this special kind of productivity — call it Creativity (as Joy, 5
you remember it is the creation of an illusion) —in his concept of geniuas
But he failed to connect genius to self-determination, or to the ﬂlusior;
of self-determination (at least explicitly), let alone to theorize the
production of the illusion of self-determination as the Self‘feﬁexive
structure of the artwork (since he had no ontological concept of the
artwork). That was left to Novalis’s transposition of the structyge of
Fichte’s absolutization of the subject onto the work of art. Only at thyg
point does art become a distinctive form of presentation of tryg, ,
‘presentation of the unpresentable’ (Darstel[ung des Una’arstel[éaren), as
Novalis put it, or ‘the infinite finitely displayed’, anticipating Jean.
Francois Lyotard’s supposedly postmodern sublime by some two
hundred years.? This is the philosophical ground of the ‘autonomy of
art’ claim — autonomy not of a type of judgement (Kant), nor mere} at
the level of appearance, the illusion of self-determination (Schiller), but
of a certain kind of production of meaning in the object, an autopoiesis,
distinct from both zechné and mimesis (Novalis, Friedrich Schiegel).
This is not an ‘aesthetic regime of art’ but a supra-aesthetic artistic regime
of truth.
Furthermore, such a regime can only be realized under particular
historical and institutional conditions, the social relations of which must
thus be considered constizusive of a paradoxically ontologically ‘autono-
mous’ art. This Hegelian addendum to early Romanticism (art as form
of objective spirit), or what Adorno called the ‘dual character of art as
autonomy and social fact’ (and which we might be sharpen into “the
dialectical unizy of art as autonomy and social fact’ — the social fact of
- autonomy), is crucial if philosophical discourse on art is be critically
mediated with art-historical, cultural-historical and socia/ discourses, :
and thereby to become capable of engagement with contemporary art in :
its full social specificity.? . ,
This is not the place for an account of the emergence of the Romantic
conception of the autonomous artwork out of 2 displacement of the
aporia of Fichte’s attempt at a foundational philosophy of the subject
into the realm of poetic meaning. Benjamin reconstructed this passage
via the concept of reflection in his 1923 dissertation, The Concept of Art
Criticism in German Romanticism, and others have recently returned to
the topic.”* However, with respect to Kant, three things about the
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ing’s early ll))hl (t)sc(l)izsglving I;resupposition of the possibility of the
idealist, subject- .
ldea?s ;onceflrual self-reflection of the absolute. With respecjr Fo t}tlz
Purel'yation of the art-historical problematic of early Romant1c1s;im N
apgttecmporary art, Schlegel’s Romantic categories of ploetr}if‘lan th ie
o ¢ ing’, have a similar philosophi-
], as absolute genres ‘forever becom'mg , ha
2:12:25 to what Thierry de Duve calls ‘generic’ art and what I am here
ing “postconceptual’ art.” .
Calgr;gthz productpof the displacement of the strucrurg'o.f a seemmgllty
irresolvable metaphysical problem (the infinite reglexn)n.tyt of :P:Za-l
‘ i i 0a
iti ject frustrates the project of self-groun ing) int '
i?scllnz% i)uli;]eeci (::t) the autgnomous work of art is as irreducibly
n 5 X N ..
i in i hical structure as it is
conceptual — and metaphysical — in 1.ts ph.ﬂo'sop cal structure a8 1 s
historical and ‘aesthetic’ (fe/t by the mmc'l) In its mo thPP o ol
is thus a mistake to suppose that because it is conceptuf:ll, ire hls Ifléeling
‘ ic’ within i it. As the registration of the feeling -
for ‘aesthetic’ within it. Far from it o O
associated with presentations to the intellect, aesthetic is an 1}1e11m11}i1 ; Se
aspect of the early Romantics’ ontological .concepnon of aurtl.1 ) e,
however, ontologically both parzial and rela_tzonal.. More genera };, o
artistic signiﬁcance of aesthetic must be judged in the context of the
historically shifting relations between aesthetic and other —kcoim(;wthe,
i i iti ideological —aspects of artworks. And the
semantic, social, political and ideo og spect - o
balance ;nd meaning will be different in different kinds o
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Furthermore, these relations between the aesthetic and other 4 Cord
artworks derive their critical meaning from their relations 1, thei °ts
historically variable aesthetic dimension of other (non-argy ¢
forms — today, predominantly but by no means exclusively: ¢
design and display, advertising, mass media and communicay]
nologies — the whole non-art aspects of the apparatus of vigy
One problem with the philosophical discourse of “art as aesth
it militates against recognition of these relations as being internq; to g

critical structure of the artwork, and hence against the understandip, i

contemporary art in certain of its most significant, historica] and gz
aesthetic aspects.
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Periodization and Historical Ontology: Postconceptual Ar:

In the light of this brief reconstruction of the philosophical pre-history SEE
of the polemical opposition. of ‘aesthetic’ and ‘conceptual’ art played 2§
out in the 1960 and *70s, as a difference between Kant and Jena
Romanticism, we can discern two parallel and competing, though to
some extent also overlapping traditions in the criticism of art since the
end of the eighteenth century, corresponding to the two philosophica]
discourses of ‘art as aesthetic’ and ‘art as (historical) ontology’. The
first runs from Kant through nineteenth-century  aestheticism
(Baudelaire, Pater, Wilde), via Roger Fry and Clive Bell, to Greenberg’s
later writings, which mark the aestheticist collapse of his earlier histori-
cal self-understanding, It rests upon an aesthetic theory of the arts, with
its distant origins in Renaissance naturalism and the new science of
optics® and its mainstream in an empirical reduction of Kant’s transcen-
dentalism to a psychology — at best, a phenomenology — of perception,
of which Richard Wollheim was the recent master.? The second tradi-
tion runs from philosophical Romanticism through Hegel, Duchamp,
surrealism and the revolutionary Romanticism of Constructivism, to
conceptual art and its consequences in what has been called the ‘post-
- medium condition’, but which I prefer to think o
condition of postconceptual art.®
The first (aesthetic) tradition finds its concrete critical terms in an
aesthetic theory of medium that dates back to Gotthold Lessing, It is
currently being revived in both a F riedian variant (by Jeff Wall,
amongst others) and a more explicitly Kantian, transcendental variant '
by Jay Bernstein, as the philosophical basis for a theory of modernism
as the cultural representation of nature’s resistance to history — a read- '
ing which combines Greenberg with Adorno, via an immanent critique
of T.]. Clarke’s interpretation of Jackson Pollock 2! The second (histor-
ical-ontological) tradition finds its critical terms in a philosophically

f as the transmedia
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¢.ruth of art’ which manifests this negativity
the m;‘ ‘the new’ —a sometimes proto-, somet1m_e':s
to : i rtistic
. stitutive negation that, today2 determines a e
ardist 27 ation of contemporaneity itself. It derives [1
min ‘ specuila-
'deter within a Aistorically open, but non.ethelessh spect :
empincally ic conception of art, within which the istorlt():
neric i . icit but
ge | privileged as the standpoint of an implicit ‘
necessail1 Zhere fore negative) totalization. And it comes m1
able far}ons to the future, from the insistent but ;f]lflcrea.smgoyfr
t i tion
spectrum of rela . entation of modernism, as the cultural a : rma on
ract future-0rie the flat presentism of the immediately
o rality of the pets 10 o o ality of art-critical
the ternpO The qualitative historical temporality p an e
contempOrary- s here as a consequence of the phllosop. ical dynam
judgement PP lization. This second proto-Romantic or generic
1St i a i - . . _
ics of his torical }:Ot developed in active relation to both h1stor1ca1(tr;111:1sh
1 iti S . .
istic tradition 12 iati iti tic autonomy (whic
artist the institutional conditions of artis y

ormations 1 f ibili illusion of autono-
for S ditions of possibility of the illu

i social conditt P ty
establish the

i i iti ltures
ning production) and socially progressive political cumd ir,l
ea «ta 3 m
moys:;ll o criticised the prevailing social forms of autonomy, nd in
which 13W their misrecognition as ‘aesthetic’. Its current represen
articular, 18! .
?Sthe anti-aestherim o POStconcePfui??n what sense does it deter-
i stconceptual art: ) ;
what exactly is po : ¢ detss
'Bu::he contemporaneity of ‘contemporary art’? And W].’lai,: ;irt s ihis
ot ) Iy d ‘contemporary
i onceptual’ art an
e Dt avt exiiciom i or should be? — to return to
about ‘the art history that art criticism s , uld be? - to return 0
he terms of Harold Rosenberg’s declaration from which we
the te
the Introduction. ‘ ' . g he
In the course of the 1980s, it became .convent1or}a1att]E ;Sition e he
i - years in terms O
Western art of the previous forty y ton trom
‘ ism’ — however vaguely or varyingly
‘modernism’ to ‘postmodernism’ — /

of
© th;)ge concep

€
oh‘teﬂt

resent 15
-unacﬂlahz

td
in thi erg’s
' second of these two terms was understood in this context. Greenberg

> ) g 3
P
e

i i initiall
that it fails to endow the complexly interacting set of what were initially

conceived as ‘post-formalist’, anti—Greenbergian. artistic ;t;fstzgi; ;)Si
the 1960s with either sufficient conceptual. deterrljllr;aley an distinctness
or adequate historical effectivity. In pa.rt1.cu1ar-, it i:ll s t(c)1 i:h g tex bort
the crizical prioxity of conceptual art w1th1n'thislﬁe anIt he historica
e e et on e we sight speciy th ontologicd
i ical basis on whic .
gi:t‘irrlifi:eiics)f; Kciontempofary art. I therefore propose an alternative
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periodization of ‘art .after Greegbergian modernism’ th,, Privile.d
the sequence: formalist modernism, conceptual art, POSteonee 8y
art — over the modernist—postmodernist couplet, and treats
conceptual-postconceptual traj ectory as the standpoint from Which.
totalize the wide array of other anti-formalist movements, (A broag.
quate conception of modernism ag 2 tempo,
logic of cultural forms would embrace the whole sequence; ‘POStmo
ernism’ being the misrecognition of a particular stage in the djq ecti

of modernisms.)*

By ‘postconceptual’ art, then, I
complex historical experience and
broadly construed, which registers
ontology of the artwork. Postconcep
constituted at the level of the historic
a traditional art-historical or art-
form or style. Rather, as the criti

of the ontological significance of such categories, it provide
pretative conditions for analyses of individual works,
legacy of conceptual art consists in the combination of six

which collectively make up the condition of possibility of
tual art. These are: '

understand an art premij
critical legacy of cone
its fundamental mutar
tual art is a critical cate
al ontology of the artw.
critical concept at the level
cal register of the historical

sed on th !
eptual a5
ion of the -
gory that i
Ol‘k; itis not
of medium,‘
destructioy
S new inter.
The criticq]
main insights,
a postconcep.-

1. Art’s necessary conce
their relations and the
tion: art/non-art.)

2. Art’s ineliminable — but radically insufficient — aesthetic dimen-
sion. (All art requires some form of materialization; that is to say,
aesthetic — felt, spatio-temporal — presentation.)

3. The critical necessity of an anti-aestheticisz use of aesthetic mate.-
rials. (This is a critical consequence of art’s necessary

cdnceptualipy.)

- An expansion to infinity of the possible material forms of art.

A radically distributive — that is, irreducibly relational —

- the individual artwork across the totali

instantiations, at any particular time.

ptuality. (Art is constituted by concepts,
ir instantiation in practices of discrimina-

unity of
ty of its multiple material

6. A historical malleability of the borders of this unity.

The conjunction of the first two features leads to the third; together they
imply the fourth; while the fifth and sixth are expressions of the logical
and temporal consequences of the fourth, respectively.

The principle of the ineliminability of the aesthetic dimension of
the artwork is the product of the so-called “failure’ of Conceptual Art

-in its strong, ‘pure’ or analytical programme; that is, the idea of a
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. . —72) with
ociated for a brief period (1968 7121 Wgh
t 4SS : itain — althou
%S and the Art & Language in Britam ns of these
. Kosuth in the differences between the critical p?sg1o e e
i : on.
 care importan; Sol LeWitt, the founding fatber 0 o l;sychO—
1. (The cas€ © complicated, because of his esse I Y P the
3 e . . E
” ovement, 15 mor; “deas’.)”® What ‘failure’ means er; 13d
. of 1 : i elf-unaer-
on :on of the incoherence of a%p.artu:.ular sI ]; et
actical demonstratt al art’. This was not an artistic f:fulure.h.n - e>nt
7 ding of ‘conceP o cess. It was the ironic historical achiev
S a perverse artistic suc f “analytical’ or ‘pure’ conceptual art to
a e o0 .
f rhePStrong Progrim?leliminability of the aesthetic as a neces}fafﬁf,
i
Iolave demonstrated the ent, component of the artwork through the
?

. insuffict ) . ute anti-
though radlcaZb/mth;jZits elimination: the failure of an absol
f its atte

,, conCeral

. - reception of
failure © 1n this sense, it staged a certain repetition ?f ﬂ’gl . ilildiffer-
. , .
aesthetic: 21 petition of the necessary erosion of ‘aes
care
Duchamp:

: 1 ramme thereby fulfilled the classically
nCe’- Thls experlmenta Prz.g a limit in its established form (the
: lian function of exceeding it visible and thereby reinstitute it
Hegelian 1 h a way as to render it visible an R
acsthetic) in s?ic 34aI this respect, the meaning of ‘conceptual ar;1 r3r;uI

nds.” ‘ : is insight.® In
on new groutively critically refigured to incorporate Fhli : %oncep—
be retrOSPe: sense, of a ‘purely’ conceptual or analytlca ar ,t concep-
its stronges . d;a that marked the experlmental investiga
tual art was < desi
. nti-aesthetic desire. . . a1 insuff-
Parﬂcufr aame time, however, in demonstrating tl'(xie radlc? o
the s g LT ic dimension
i i or minimal conditionality, of the aesthe;lc ]13 e ones again
c1€nCY,k to its status as art, conceptual art was able to : gof o etk
art;vo}:t in a more decisive way, the necessary concetptfua ltZlist e
tOhilfh flad been buried by the aesthetic 1de01}lqu © l?rrr:;entral to the
v ; i Iways historically
: ality which was alway ' y
D mof Conceptual art déemonstrated in a whole vari
ellegorical function of ;rt. et tP whole series of different forms of
i ecttoa :
novel ways, with resp ole ! ¢ and later
- Of‘ lity, the }sfe>nse in which ‘aesthetic’ in both its ancient ar o
macera it ibility and as pure reflective judgement) is a p
Kantian senses (as sensibility ho envological specificiy of ‘art’. The
/ nt for the R
of yet utterly fails to accou ’ fe of art’s many conditions for the
aesthetic concept of art mistakes one

. K] ] ti E ] g { E

infini ion of meanin

its apparently autonomous, and hence infinite, product1‘on of mean agr,1
Whif}}i) is in fact historically relational, rat(lile;}'1 thaﬁ- ElcoemptineS§ o

l strated the radic

i . Conceptual art demon : :
e eini If, as an ontological support, that denv.es
blankness of the aestheticinitself,asa o et 1o
i i on A
i ing, in ez tance, relationally or ¢ : :
ts meaning, in each ins , na e s
;recise forgr;l of materiality — and this 1nclud§s thos'e instan
i ] ] i meaning.

functions as a negation, as well as a carrier, 0 g
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Having exposed the aesthetic misrecognition of the artwo
ideological fraud, conceptual art thereby established the nee
- actively to counter aesthetic misrecognition within the work, theo, .
the constructive or strategic aesthetic use of aesthetic materials, Ty,
victory of the ‘aesthetic remainder’ over strong conceptualism (th, iSe
conceptual art’s own inevitable pictorialism) was thus ultimately .
Pyrrhic one. This Pyrrhic victory — and the transition to a POstconcen._
tmal art that it represents — accounts for the privileged

rk a5

selective pictorialism (see Chapter 5, below). It was reflected
Art & Language themselves in their paintings and installatio
1980s and 1990s, which were increasingly reduced to a histori
tion on their own earlier practice.%

The principle of the expansion to infinity of the possible materig]
means of art-making follows from conceptual reflection on the 4,
facto expansion of means that destroyed the ontological significance
for art of the norms governing the ‘mediums’ previously constitutin
art as a system of arts. This is the liberation of the so-called ‘post-
medium’, transmedia condition. It requires a new conception of the
unity of the individual work. No longer identifiable with either 3
physically unique instantiation or a simple set of reproducible tokens
(readymades), the unity of the work becomes both distributive and
malleable. In its informality, its proliferation of artistic materials and
its inclusion of both preparatory and subsequent, documentary mate-
rials within its conception of the work, conceptual art demonstrated
the radically distributive character of the unity of the work. That is to
say, each work is distributed across a potentially unlimited, but none-
theless conceptually defined and in practice (at any one time) finite,
totality of spatio-temporal sites of instantiation.”’ F urthermore, the
material borders of this totality are historically malleable, with regard
to the new relations into which the work enters in the course of its
“afterlife’. The role of the afterlife of a work in constituting ‘what it

is’ gives the artwork a rezroactive ontology.*®

Methodologically, one might say that the reason for the critical prior-
ity of conceptual art, within the field of anti-formalist practices of the
1960s, is that it was the art that raised the retrospective search for the
universal determinations of “art’ to the highest theoretical power by its
negative totalization of the previous set of practices, to produce a new
(negative) artistic absolute, which functions as the enabling condition
of a new set of practices: postconceptual art. As Adorno recognized, it
is only retrospectively that the concept of art acquires any kind of unity,
and this unity is therefore ‘not abstract’, but ‘presupposes concrete anal-
 yses, [n]ot as proofs and examples but as its own condition.” The idea of

upon ]:)y
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photographic practice within contemporary art, with its strategie o
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h work, but no individual work is ad.equate tf)
gh exe ’ ing retrospective and reflective totali-

d, incomplete and therefore inherently
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rthermore, this ong
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gﬂtldfl‘V
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. H A
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. i i .Artcan
wants £ .be, ncept refers to what it does not contain . . 1be
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its specificity by sepa
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. -2l movement of conceptual art from the i<.iea of an abs.o—1
torlcal'mto the recognition of its own inevitable pictoria
em;kes it a privileged mediat.ing form — that maiknesslz ;3

i relation to which contestation over the meanc1 g 2

faCt"t}‘l? - H; contemporary art is to be fought out. Indeed, i "
fS‘SIblgiesthoe critical-historical priority of c?nceptu;iu:f: rc;a?n ite;
o it 1 i ion to the category of conce ,
.Susmined? . l;sleﬁgcilcrilt;elt?:zz z(r)itical hist%)ric}:,al experience:)f conter}ri-
o sible ,In this respect, ‘postconceptual art’ is not t ei
o e ap Ptc’) sular :cype of art so much as the historical-ontologica
condi for afpa:};: roduction of contemporary artin gerie.ral —art, that
FOT;§:; Zzn(:flstair}: the signifers ‘art’ and ‘contemporary” in their deep-
is,

est theoretical senses.

Ttis the his
lute anti-aesth
dimension thatm

A Speculqtive Proposttion

2 ary art

In its most condensed t:or;—nl, then, Wei:agtrspic})lzc;i:.ﬁ i;)nrf(:g?;g, ythis |
i stconceptual art’. However, ! ‘ >
1ssenft)::)n‘ce shofld notbe understoo.d asa gramm:;ma?b; fs‘t:(?iaerripg ralroy
osition in which ‘postconceptual.’ isa s1m1?le pﬁe 1cha. 12 o ohal pomoss
art’, among others. Rather, it is a spemﬁcad?r p 1tive il ies nam&y} -
tion. Indeed, I shall propose, one of a very istine R
‘speculati\}e proposition’ in the tech‘mcal sense in W; T D e
used in Hegel’s philosophy (in part1.c:}11ar, in p;ralig t.p e foaror of
Preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit). It is t eh1: iﬁe e o
such a proposition, on Hegel’s un.dersta.ndmg, tha e T o
thinking that establishes the identity of its component p

: i i standard
distinction between subject and predicate, which defines the




itisa conceptual disguise —of the fundamental mutual determinations of
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propositional form. As a result of the speculative depth of the jq ens
proposed, the subject is understood to ‘disappear’ into ig Pred; Cn
robbing thinking of ‘the firm objective basis it had in the s ”bject’ate
the process, the predicate (here, ‘postconceptual a )

rt’) thereby
becomes the subject, inverting the proposition (‘Postconcepmal

contemporary art’) such that it too consequently, as such, wil]
pear into its predicate in turn. On Hegel’s account, this gener
infinite movement of thinking between the two terms, such that th
osition (that is to say, predication) becomes ‘immediately 5
empty form’.* However, this infinite movement is not experie
unlimited temporal extension (the endlessness of the ‘bad’ infin
rather as the subjective register of a movement internal to an ul
atemporal conceptual unity. |
For Hegel, a speculative proposition is a specifically philosophicg]
type of proposition because it is its “philosophical content’ (the concep.-
tually fundamental character of its components as mutually determinip
aspects of the absolute) that destroys the standard propositional form, in
such a way that the conceptual difference between the components
survives the destruction. This difference is now conceived as that of the
internal movement of a certain ‘unity’ or ‘harmony’ that emerges out of

the infinite process of the adoption and discarding of the grammatica]
roles of subject and predicate. Briefly put, this is a way of registering
linguistically a kind of identity that exceeds the expressive possibilities
of predication, but which may nonetheless be experienced through it, in
and as its auto-destructive speculative construal. For Hegel, ‘specula-
tive experience’ — the highest form of philosophical experience, higher - v
than dialectical experience — was the experience of a speculative propo- '}
sition.” Speculative experience refigures dialectical experience from the
standpoint of the ultimate oneness of its determinations. This is the
moment at which, in a proto-early Romantic, non-propositional mode
— infinite self-reflection of the absolute — Hegelian philosophy most
closely approaches a certain experience of art. It does s0, however, only
at the end of a very long theoretical process through which the meaning
of the elements at issue — in our case here, ‘contemporary art’ and ‘post-
conceptual art’ — have been developed, dialectically. In Hegel’s terms, a
speculative proposition states, in its immediacy, a ‘result’ that derives its
meaning from its condensation of the totality of the process of which it
is the self-reflective result: the philosophical history out of which its
elements emerge as higher-level concepts, Or in our case, the philosoph-
ical history of art that provides the initial determinations of these
concepts, which finally come together, specularively, in the guise — and

itself:
art jg
diSap_
ates an
€ prop.
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the restless movement of the process. s
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cl. the speculative .propf)sitio.n hafi a certain ccc))r;'lsitsl;
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art 18 Posmonc‘q')n from the role it plays in the interpretation of t ;:
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eflects the ct i i i ive total-
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ategories fori

. er-level critical ¢
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truction of such a reflective totality of categories is dile zlas <of
S - - 1V
Tl'qe' o The meaning of these categories, however, ult1ma.te y terl v
cntICIS}I:L'r contribution to the (future-oriented) retrospective to ? 1h )
e1 » . . a
o i h they are a part. This contribution defines the form o t
ton of Whlch yt criticism (ideally) Zs” as an art history of the qualita-
‘art history that ar ‘ Tt st e qa e
?ﬁ; histor}ifcal temporality of the new. From this point of (;new, theart
E’Vtor that art criticism (ideally) is’ is thus still, fun ;gllen S};,n
. deZnist art history of the qualitative historical novelty of the pre te;,
fro the multiple standpoints of which the past is to be reconstruc
o nade legib ically, however, given the openness of
and made legible. Methodologically, ho , o
he present onto an indeterminate future — which Hegel's p 1p
I” : Pl d — this cannot involve totalization as a continuous or develop-
eclosed — v tion s a ¢ » ;
n?intal process of systematic presentation, 1mag1nednas 1azllfl)prciac'hmg ?
i e placing o
i t rather, more Romantically, )
oint of completeness, bu , MO i placing o
Ie:mblemen:ic fragments into systematic perspective..In ¢ g

veunit
rmatioﬂ

' i i i ical romanticism, in a post-
- conceptual art with the heritage of philosophic ,

Hegelian historical situation, £wo sets of Ur—fr?%m?[Fit,ztgjjtez?:;
Friedrich Schlegel’s ‘Athenaeum’ Fragments a.nd So feRl s Senionces
on Conceprual Art. Together, they ff)rm an image of o;n‘art’ ,
dialectical image of the historico-philosophical meaning o o

An [mage‘of Romanticism (Benjamin, Schlegel, Le Witt)

What have become known as Schlegel’s ‘Atkenaeum’ Fmgmmf are

the bulk of the fragments published -anonymously, simply asl

‘Fragments’, in'the second issue (Volume 1 4,ZNumber Z)Sof the 1013236
um, i ia i LeWitt’s Sentences

The Athenaeum, in Jena, Prussia in 1798. : .

written 170 years later, towards the end of 1968, and published in the
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or ideally conceptual content.
text of Athenaeum Fragments
al dimension in-a philo-
ilosophical work that so
heless occupies some of

A
el
in favour of its "pure y
it's Sentences in the con
evive something of tl}elr form
; Jated to the kind of ph
& Language, but which nonet
tual space- ' . .
eem an idiosyncratic and arbitrary conjunction,
of 170 years, between two continents, in the
And there is indeed something of surre-
there is a method in this madness (as
ealism). It is not an arbitrary connection — the method
lter Benjamin called the construction of ‘an image at the
ability’, or what we might call the experimental method
25 the means of production of historical intelligibilizy. This is
ethod of a post-Hegelian philosophy of history. As Benjamin

th
£ the notes for his Arcades Project:

3qme concep
11 -this might s
across a gap
rrealistic montage.
about this. However,

mt- up

montage

montagé

¢ what is past casts its light on what is present, or what is

ent its light on what is past; rather, an image is that wherein what
together in a flash with the now to form a constella-

has been come
is dialectics at a standstill. For while the

. tion. In other words: image
e past is purely temporal, the relation of

relation of the present to th .
oral in nature but

what-has-been to the now is dialectical: not temp
figural [ildlick). Only dialectical images are genuinely histori-
cal . .. The image that is read . . . [is] the image in the now of its

recognizability [das Bild im Jet;t der Erkennbarkeit] . . *
There is a ‘particular recognizability’ to the ‘now’ of LeWitt’s

Sentences on Conceptual Art today (1969 in 2011), through which it
‘enters into legibility’ with the ‘then’ of the Athenaeum Fragments

* (1798 in 2011): the recognizability of philosophical romanticism in
conceptual art, and thereby, conversely, the retrospective anticipation

of conceptual art in philosophical romanticism itself. Or to put it
another way, at the level of their critical historical intelligibility, there
is a mutual constitution of philosophical romanticism and conceptual
art, through which they acquire a conjoint contemporaneity.,:[heﬂ

dialectical image constructed by the relation between the then of the

Athenaeum Fragments and the now of Sentences on Conceptual Art
produces an image of romanticism asa conceptual art, and an image
of conceptualism as a romantic art.*

I shall proceed by concentrating on two concepts at the heart of
philosophical romanticism and contemporary art alike — fragment and
project — as lenses through which to focus a reading of LeWitt’s

y
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Sentences, which will, T hope, help to give new meaning to these termg
in turn. The point is not to assimilate LeWitt to philosophical roman.
ticism, or vice versa, but rather to constellate their terms, transforming
the historical meaning of each. On the Benjaminian model of histori-
cal intelligibility that I am using here: ‘Historical “understanding”
" (Werstehen) is to be grasped, in principle, as an afterlife (Nackleben) of
that which is understood.’® In this sense, LeWitt’s Senzences o
Conceptual Artis part of the afterlife of philosophical romanticism; just
as this analysis is part of the afterlife of Senzences itself.

By philosophical romanticism, I mean something quite precise:
namely, that body of thought produced in Jena in the second half of
the 1790s, whose main representatives were the authors of Zhe Athe-
naeum along with (among others), most importantly, Friedrich
Holderlin. It is also known as ‘early German Romanticism’. This was
a moment defined, for Friedrich Schlegel, by the conjunction of a
political event, a philosophical event and a literary event: ‘the French
Revolution, Fichte’s philosophy, and Goethe’s [Wilhelm] Meister,
which he described as the three ‘greatest tendencies of the age’ [4F
216). Many of the ideas central to the understanding of modern and
contemporary art —indeed, the philosophical concepts of arz and criti-
cism themselves — derive from the writings of this small group in this
brief period: fragment and project, but also the ideas of the new, of
collective (anonymous or pseudomymous) production (see Chapter 1,
above), of the dissolution of genres into an artistic process of infinite
becoming (see Chapters 3 and 4, below) and, finally, the incomprehensi-
ble (the topic of the final essay/fragment in the last issue of the
Athenaeum). ‘Fragments’ is a text that distils much of the art-critical
significance of this philosophical romanticism. _

But what is it about Sol LeWitt’s Sentences on Conceptual Art that
suggests it be constellated with #4is romanticism? After all, as far as T am
aware, there is no philological connection, no ‘influence’ in an empirical
art-historical sense, no ‘appearance of continuity’ —as Benjamin defined
tradition. LeWitt is more commonly associated with the North Ameri-
can reception of Eastern philosophy, than with Romanticism. In fact,
the significance of philosophical romanticism for the understanding of
the plastic arts was increasingly obscured from the late nineteenth

century onwards, by its literary origins, once the generic term ‘art’
y > OY y s g

[Kunst], whose meaning it articulated, migrated from the field of litera-
ture to the plastic arts. In its place came the preoccupation with notions

of ‘medium’ and ‘aesthetic’, with an emphasis on the specific visuality or

opticality of works, which further separated three-dimensional work
from the heritage of the early romanticism. It is interesting just how
. unproblematic the distinction between ‘art’ and ‘literature’ remains in
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LeWitt's Sentences, despite its explicit opposition to the limitations

imposed by conventional concepts of medium:

g. When words such as painting and sculpture are used, they connote
2 whole tradition and imply a consequent acceptance of this tradition,
thus placing limitations on the artist who would be reluctant to make
art that goes beyond the limitations.

Yet, it is claimed:

16. If words are used, and they proceed from ideas about art, then
they are art and not literature . . .

Sentence 16 depends upon a conventional but nonetheless historically

uite odd opposition. When conceptual art broke with these conven-
tions in the 1960s — recovering and extending the alternative modernism
of a generic concept of art, and laying the ground for the radical open-
ness of contemporary art — its philosophical self-understanding was
largely restricted to the Anglo-American analytical philosophy of " its
day, unrelated to the philosophical heritage that it was unknowingly
recovering.* LeWitt was something of an exception in this regard, not
because he had other philosophical sources, but because his critical
writings offer more direct conceptual reflections on the structure of his
practice. This is their strength. Nonetheless, whether they knew it or
not, the more or less loosely affiliated groups of artist-critics of the
1960s and 1970s (Donald Judd, Robert Morris; Robert Smithson, Sol
LeWitt, Adrian Piper, Mel Bochner, Joseph Kosuth, and more formally,
Jan Burn, Roger Cutforth and Mel Ramsden in the Society for
Theoretical Art and Analyses, in the US; Terry Atkinson and Michael
Baldwin in Art & Language, in the UK; and N.E. Thing Co., in Canada)
were following in the footsteps of what Schlegel called the ‘poetizing-
philosophers, philosophizing poets” of the 1790s [4F 249], both in
combining the roles of artist and critic and in the collective aspects of
their practices. :

In the case of LeWitt’s Sentences, there are more particular connec-
tions: both formal and semantic resemblances, which point to deeper
affinities — affinities that operate below the level of consciousness and
intentionality and hence against any psychological understanding of
historical meaning, and which depend upon, precisely, what we might
call literary aspects of the work, suppressed by the purely analytical
context of reception of Art—Language, and the usual comparisons with
Kosuth (whose own two-part essay, ‘Art and Philosophy’, appeared
later in autumn 1969, in Swmdio International).” The formal
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resemblance is that between the fragment and the sentence, and hep,,
between fragmenzs and senzences, as groups. The similarities of mear:
ing primarily concern process and tdeality. The more ﬁmdamenta]
affinities that underlie and give a deeper meaning to these resem.
blances concern ideas and projects, and connectedly the artistic rolq
and art-status of a certain kind of crizicism. For the ultimate question
raised by the constellation of LeWitt's Sentences with SChlegel’s

Fragments is that of the art-status of Sentences itself, and hence the
plausibility of its final sentence:

35. These sentences comment on art, but are not art.

‘These sentences comment on art, but are not art’, even though,
(Sentence 16) ‘[i]f words are used, and they proceed from ideas about
art, then they are art and not literature . . .” The contradiction is appar-
ent. If we take it literally, Sentence 35 opposes Sensences to the
self-understanding of both the Society for Theoretical Artand Analyses
— alongside whom LeWitt published in 4 Press, in July 1969% — and
Art & Language themselves, who were exploring the idea that such
sentences could be, precisely, art, as a theoretical intervention; hence
their publication of Senzences. This opposition perhaps explains Sentence
35. But should we take it literally? Or is it rather an invitation to refuta-
tion, or at least a way of renderingindeterminate, and thereby, ironically,
artistic the art-status of the Senzences?

Fragment and Sentence

The fragment is the central philosophical concept of early German
Romanticism. It appears at first sight to be a narrowly literary or artistic
concept, a genre concept (which it is also), but it is crucial to compre-
hend it in its philosophical meaning. For early Romanticism is
characterized, first and foremost, by its crossing and mutual transfor-
-mation of literary and philosophical discourses, through which a new

kind of discourse about art comes into being. In this central case, the
- concept of the fragment is constituted by the reception into the context
of post-Kantian German philosophy of a French and English (and
‘before that, Roman) tradition of brief and occasional moral writings.
This context unified what is otherwise a diverse multiplicity of forms —
the essay, the pensée, the maxim, the aphorism, the opinion, the remark,
the anecdote (in Montaigne, Pascal, Shaftsbury, La Rochefoucauld and
Chamfort, respectively) — through their mutual ‘fragmentariness’ or
relative incompletion, in order to posit the new form constituted by this

unity — that is, the fragment — as an artistic solution to a philosophical -
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m was the equal necessity and impossibility of a

em. The proble through which the world might be known as a

ophical system,

chat s, in its truth.

fatal for the mind to have a system and to have none. It

1tis equaﬂy decide to combine the two. [4F 53]

will simply have to

ination devised by Schlegel was to adopt a system-

The m.Ode c?fni?;l;iﬂgs the (potentiall}}’r infinite) disjunctive ensemble of
atic Oﬂen‘tg i ents’ of knowledge, and thereby to posit what Adorno
arts o/ rafinll in his Negative Dialectics, an ‘anti-system’.”! The frag-
WOUIC! la:;frbasi’c unit of intelligibility of the romantic anti-system; th_e
ment = —incomplete collection of fragments is its higher form. It is
slso alway® this philosophical conception of the fragment that, despite

important t0 . .
g;ﬂRr :ndividual independence (and purely negative relation to an absent
e

is plural: fragments. ’
Whof)7£§a§ie;rfefor Pthis criticflly transformative unification of genres
int;f tlfe meta-genre of the fragment was the pos'r_humogs publicano-n og
hamfort’s Pensées, Maxims and Anecdotes in 1795, which was receive
lfy Schlegel into the critical debates imme(‘iiately following the 1f794
ublication of Fichte’s Theory of Science [Wzssensc}zaﬁsl'eﬁre]. Chamfort
‘sparked’ the fragment, as it were. This is not Fhe occasion to elabor‘atey
upon those intense and intricate, often hermen.c, ph1losoPh1cal debates.
(In 1794 Fichte had taken up the chair in ph1lo‘sophy in ]ena,.w}:e%re
Schlegel himself arrived, belatedly relative to the Jen:fl constellat19n ;gn
August 1796, attending Fichte’s lectures, al?ng with ot.hers in the
group.) However, a brief summary of Schlegel’s argument is necessary.
The issue at stake was the possibility of a self-grounding first principle
from which a system of philosophy could be deduced. _Knoxivledge of
the absolute, in-the form of the system (philosophical idealism),

 appeared dependent upon such a principle. However, the very notion of

a first principle from which a system of the absolute could be deducid
appeared contradictory, since in order to ground sgch a system, 1t:h e
principle itself would have to be absolute, thereby dispensing w1tch e
need for a system through which to know the absolute. But suc}'l imme-
diate, intuitive knowledge of the absolute would have no dete’rmmgg or
systematic content, and so would itself lack ‘absoluteness’. A philo-
sophical system thus appeared — at this stage in the argument at leﬂast
—to be both necessary but impossible to ground.' o

The fragment acquired its philosophical meaning by being pos1ted'as
the medium of reflection of this apparent contradiction between tl.'le ﬁr.nte
and infinite aspects of an absolute knowledge. On the one hand, it epito-
mizes self-consciousness of the finitude or partiality of knowledge: it is
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notonly self-enclosed but self-enclosing—a self-limiting form, cong cion.
of its incompleteness, yet nonetheless also relatively self-sufﬁcient. Ous
the other hand, constructed from the systematic standpoint of it negy
tive relation to the idea of a system (totality or lack of limitati()n) i;
carries the idea of totality within itself, both negatively, Conceptuaﬁ
and — this is the important bit — positively, in its figural or formal s¢ff’
sufficiency, its independence from other fragments.

A fragment, like a miniature work of art, has to be entirely isolateq

from the surrounding world and be complete in itself like 4 hedge.
hog. [4F 206]

The hedgehog here is crucial to romantic epistemology: it provides the
imagistic ‘flash’ of understanding associated with insight and wit ( Wity),
without which philosophical knowledge is not possible. The indepenq-
ence of each individual fragment from others figures the idea of totality,
from which the ensemble or collection of fragments derives both it
necessity —as an externally imposed or constructed unity of a multiplic-
ity, the unity of a montage —‘and its own sense of incompletion. The
collection cannot make up for the partiality of the parts; it can only
constitute a new partiality at a higher level. There is thus a dialectics of
completion—incompletion at work within the philosophy of the frag-
ment at three levels: (i) internal to each fragment, (i) at the level of each
collection of fragments, and finally (iii) at the speculative level of the
totality of all possible fragments. In the process of this philosophizing
(Novalis would say ‘romanticizing’) of the fragment, it becomes the
basic unit of philosophical intelligibility. Something — anything —
becomes a possible object of philosophical interpretation — that is, a
possible object of experience of truth, in so far as it is grasped as a frag-
ment: namely, a finite form that carries 2 reference to the infinite,
negatively, through the combination of the partiality of its content and
the completeness or self-sufficiency of its form. From this point of view,
the work of art carries a metaphysical meaning in so far as it is a frag-
ment. In short, philosophically, the fragment 75 the work of art. This is
the origin of the modern conception of the non-organic work, and the
sense in which modern art, contra classicism, is romantic — unless it is
- reactively neo-classical, that is, but that is another story. In fact, one
might say that the developmental structures of both modern art and
philosophy after Hegel take the form of dialecrics of romanticizations and
reactive neo-classicisms (returns to order).” /
That this notion of the fragment is indeed a philosophical concept

rather than a merely literary one is attested by Schlegel’s reference to
. its ideality. o

| first, ‘paragrap
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i and
genre exists that is fragmentary bccl)t‘h C;n .f;rrrll i
jective and individua
ompletely subjec
: imultancously mpletel
content, ST ates it off from other fragments —PO], zxi?ctllfo Ii)ence z
" i € sC .
is what ad like a necessary patt in a system of a
. 'Ve a
Ob]ectl

[4F 7]

is an ideal form. » s
The fr2g 2" 1}3121 have to do with LeWitt’s Senzences on Conceptual A
does thi

i - ious literar
What inly did not write ‘fragments’ in any self- cgnsc;ouorks anz
i al 3 . . a w
Lertlt Cel’thical sense; or conceive his three-dimension
ilosop
or ph1 o

s . ote
h terms. In terms of his literary production, he wrote,

(o]
"aS yetl’l

jects in S0 ‘ ’: paragraphs
rojecs hs’ and then, a year or so later, ‘sentences’: paragrap.

n’ conceptual art. In doing so, he was probablyhmf;:
1lv by some of Ad Reinhardt’s writings from the
: }é else: such as the 1957 “Twelve Rules for a iew
* or the 1958 25 Lines of Words on Art’? Nonetheless(,:l'; ;%e,
?ca‘if’ r];};ammatical designations — parag(;?.ap']:ls,t zf(r)lsr:;zslogical oy
e in li fi lism, quite distinc : (
terary forma q net f _
inv?lve 2;3??11;;10?ngmmatical f:)rms by artists like Weiner, Kosuth,
erform ‘
ari or Mel Ramsden. . .
= ]'Ohn’]:allgzgs‘Statements’ (reprinted in the same ﬁl(*ist iss:;:i ‘;)ef
Wzmeruage as LeWitt’s Sentences) haye an awkwaﬁ*d eci: fhem ‘ (;
A.rg Ztli independence and sculptural 1nt§nt the;lt. a 10;Z:ms em 10
s i i iety of graphica ,
i dependently, in a variety '
> djplizsdwlrﬁls fn a range’ of public sites, allying them, léellla::;{cilil};
C?Sli tlcl)e Pop-typographic aspect of the earl;i Kosu]t)h, ar:: making
gllsm retrospectively (after Jenny I~(Iiolzedr) 1nt§ u(; OslclzucromeXt s,
’ i epen
Baldessari and Ramsden dep ontext an
Ferly '“i(s)r-l—is :i}rlltir?g — for the jokey critical effect§ of the;f 11ngu1zis:1if
mate:;tiong While Kosuth’s analogical conception of the %riol; oS5
Pfonil status of art — ‘art as idea as idea’ — had a morf? 21:13 1§gica1
trheolation to linguistic expression. In Kosuth, langual%e o tsau ogica)
model — the analytical proposition; the art need noz be actually

nd sentences ‘o
?nﬂuenced forma '
1950s than by anythin

h. o
g Ilirégzgggoisaﬂltche numerical formalism of his works, and the subtle

iti - suggest-
literary formalism of his main critical statefmenzlslis n?:d_l ir;lwi tgtg%as
ing a parallel here between t}'lose two 1’ormd s e e
famously polemically against ‘the logical’ an e by other
(words he tended to use as synonyms) serem't?g }{ﬁed e ool
practicioners of a conceptual art. Le.\Xhtt‘ identi S
with the ‘mental’; rather than the ?nga{: Con’cipAnd> of cone. he
the mind is used to infer’, we read in the ‘Notes’.”* And,

famously wrote in Sentences: .
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1. Conceptual artists are mystics rather than rationalists. They leap tq
conclusions that logic cannot reach.

Artists are very fond of this sentence. This ‘mystical’ as
clue to the depth at which one can make a claim for th
Sentences as fragments; to its being, one might say,
in form and content, simultaneously completely s
vidual, and completely objective’. But it is philosophically a rather
more complicated ‘mysticism’ than some may care to know (ag Was
that of the early Romantics). The way Senzences acquires this frag.
mentary status is by participating, equally, in the potentially infinjg
openness but actually finite closure of an exhibited part of a serigg,

The way it does this is by reducing each sentence, formally, to 5 unit
of ‘information’.

pect is One ’
€ status of
‘fragmentary both
ubjective and ind;.

Information and Series

The historical meaning of the concept of information appears most
clearly in"Benjamin’s 1936 essay “The Storyteller’, which recounts the
epochal historical transition from an oral narrative tradition, directed
towards transmitting the ‘epic side of truth’ — namely, wisdom’ — via the
rise of the book form of the novel, to the ‘new form of communication’
of information. Information, associated with the newspaper, is under-
stood to bring about a crisis in the novel’, Information has two main
features: prompt verifiability and ‘understandability in itself’, or seman-
tic self-sufficiency. As Benjamin puts it: “The value of information does
not survive the moment in which it was new. It lives only at that
moment; it has to surrender to it completely and explain itself to it with-
out losing any time.” This need to ‘sound plausible’ is understood to be
incompatible with the ‘spirit’ of storytelling. Hence information marks

the decline of narrative. However, this is not itself (as it is often taken to
be) a narrative of decline:

-

- - - nothing would be more fatuous than to see

in it merely a “symp-
tom of decay”,

let alone a “modern” symptom. It is, rather, only a
concomitant symptom of the secular productive forces of history, a

concomitant that has quite gradually removed narrative from living
speech .. %

This historical sequence, epic—novel-information (which then gets
taken up into montage, in both literary and film forms), was replayed
in condensed form at high speed in the curatorial history of concep-
~tual art between spring 1969 and autumn 1970: in the series of

©1969)s subt

\ meaning
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; Bern, spring

i When Attitudes Become FO@ ( » Spring

: mn(rinn‘g\xgikrz—(:oncepts—Processes—Situauon—Inff)rnilat}ion
fe fth in an informational series), via the sen;;r;% s oivrv1
on (Museum of Modern Art, New York, July Soj)rtwa,.e'.

In arm§0ﬂ ationbecomes synonymous with the work o(fJ art'—11:;3 Sefbware
hichi ?rm — Its New Meaning as Art, (Jewis m,
Zﬁ”ﬂatwn echnolbgy in which information is itself reduced to its

1970 . -
New Yorﬁ, 2111:;?:21 med>i:1m. What is interesting about Sol LeWitt’s
Jatest technt

.. is that it uses the semantic se‘lf-sufﬁa.ency of 'Fhe 1.111;11:1 eovi
serdalis™. ™ here, the sentence — as its material, but_ gives
informEn eﬁ ’ ring the relations between such units, in order to
> rec:enf(%:m of information itself, independently ‘of ~any
diplay he grllltent thereby giving the ‘major’ form a new ‘minor

2

artic.um;ec% As LeWitt himself put it, in his description of his ‘Serial
istic use. )
e o

pformation 18 f

. of the artist would not be to instruct the vievi'e{ but to g}ve
e 'mm ot 1. Whether the viewer understands this information
hif_n 1f1f°rm13‘t10 ;Fhe serial artist does not attempt to produce ?beau-
1Sfl r;czdrerrlr:;s‘;e.rious object but functions as a clerk cataloguing the
tifu

tap 27
results of the premise.

how this works at a formal level, we need to turn to the' C(?nceszt
of sevies d what we might call its ‘homemade’ or minor artistic use.
I(if \sXe/::’Ss 2:ri:1:sm we might say, in Deleuze and/ Guattari’s terms, is
e , _
the’l%}elceo?olgizcuz); S}felrslii;z iZ:Zals both the fundamental aﬂjlr;tizii)’fe'
Lewitt’s Sentences to Schlegel’s Fragments .?‘?d a{csoals]:?;e et
differences, since they involve two very v<311 erent, theit cxoseing;
i f'series. The thing to bear in mind hereist o collec
C'once?tg: Sr;c)lents’ is the philosophical model of the work o a:z,s :Ir:l i
gins(;ries ?s a form of unity of 'such a colleci:mlg trcig:?;rm%r assem-
bling. Series is thus a mode of unity of tbe v(;osv it(})l t?l i .Subject) ;he poth
Schlegel and I:ewitt the series is assos:1a}11tte e Noves for the
fractured, or ‘fragmented’ I, one mig .

N

Sentences we find:

Serial — time

— must be read

Serial — time — paradox

— to be inferred by evidence
— subject’s logic
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The Romantic Series: From Line to Circle

Series is a central concept of post-Kantian philosophy and philog,
cal romanticism in particular. Two things define the philosOPhE;
specificity of Kantian philosophy: (i) the notion of the Iranscendenyyy
the ‘condition of possibility’ of some particular form of €Xperience , >
(if) the idea that the soralizy of the series of conditions (the uncc;ndl
tioned or the absolute) cannot be known by sensuous finite beings Sucﬂ
as ourselves. Transcendental philosophy is thus ultimately serial, i the
simple mathematical respect that there is always another condition of
possibility to be known — to be added to the series, which cannoy 1,
grasped as a whole. Kantianism posits knowledge in the form of ap, infi.

nite series. In practice, this means that the absolute/ totality/reason e
only be approached through an infinite approximation as an infinite ¢
which was also Kant’s conception of morali

as,
ty. The early Romantic,
remained Kantians in both these two basic respects (above). Their phil-
osophical innovation, in the wake of Fichte’s philosophy, was to extenq
this process of infinite approximation, first, to the self-reflective stryc.
ture of the subject, the I — to produce the concept of i
—and second, to the internal dynamics of the work of

nfinite reflection
art, as the episte-

mologically privileged site of such infinite reflection

peculiar kind of quasi-subject.?

, and hence as 3

Let us recall the structure of the
fragment stood as an aesthetico
. . !
of principle and system that S&
project of providing an absol

philosophical problem to which the
-philosophical response: the antinomy
hlegel took to characterize the Fichtean

ute ground to knowledge. Grounding
knowledge of the absolute in a principle is impossible because of the
self-contradictory claim to absoluteness of the principle. The more
specific form that this antinomy took in Fichte’s work was an infinite
regress in the subject’s (the I's) attempt to know itself, since it was the
that Fichte attempted to make irito the principle of his system. The
specific contradiction inherent to the principle of the I asa first principle
of philosophical knowledge is that each time the I posits itself as the
object of its own knowledge it separates itself qua object from itself qua
subject of that knowledge,

thereby knowing itself only incompletely. In

then attempting to heal this rift within itself by knowing itself as both @

subject and object of knowledge, it once again separates itself, qua- :

subject of this second knowledge, from itself as both subject and object ;
of the previous act of knowing, etc, to infinity.

The differences between the various

in the late 1790s were defined b

The Romantic position, held b

. Friedrich Schlegel was, first,

self-

philosophical positions at Jena -
y their responses to this infinite regress.
y both Novalis in his Fichze Studies and
that this contradictory infinite regress of
reflection simply is the structure of the subiect. Tn other wrede tha
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1d be extended to infinity. In LeWitt’s work in z«g:ene.ra}l2 hf?vivevzrf, iz
oo s ot the subjective dimension of the potenzia 1niﬁnt1§{ { the
foc'us Cihe 'Onl of infinite reflection), evoked by the spec fca ]Ze : fd
series (¢ it Z of their members, which always refer bey nd
T\emarly Pfﬁinl]:{tilt}elér LeWitt's focus is on the contrast between
thamealwves. N
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subjectivity of the starting point (the idea, or determination of the

and the objectivity or mechanical necessizy of the process it initiares, 1
his three-dimensional projects, the use of formal numerica] rules (rag, e
than poetic intuition) to establish the relations between the elements o
a series means that the determination of a work by an idea involves ,
withdrawal of artistic subjectivity from the production of the actuality of
the work, which becomes a combination of formal necessity and chance.

7. The will is secondary to the process [the artist] initiates from idea
to completion. His wilfulness may only be ego.

28. Once the idea is established in the artist’s mind and the fina] forp,
is decided, the process is carried out blindly. There are many side

effects that the artist cannot imagine. These may be used as ideas for
new works. '

29. The process is mechanical and should not be tampered with. It
should run its course.

Now, this looks like an explicitly ans-Romantic conception of artistic
production, at least, in the conventional sense of Romanticism as valori-
zation of the creative genius of artistic subjectivity. But this appearance
is misleading, since the productive infinity of the subject has merely
been withdrawn from the realization of the work back into its ideq — as
befits the historical transition from artisanal to mechanized labour.
LeWitt, we might say, is a romanzic in the age of mechanization — not
romantically agains: mechanization, but romantically appropriating, or
coming to terms with, mechanization itself, as the means for romantici-
zation. Repetition is the formal basis of series.® S entencesitself, however,
unlike LeWitt’s three-dimensional projects and wall-drawings, 75 an
artistanal, quasi-poetic, philosophical or critical work — a kind of hand-
made meta-series. _

The mechanization of the logic of production, to which Senzences
reférs, but in which it does not itself participate, is not so much
- opposed to, as is the historical complement to, a certain mysticism of

subject and idea. For the rationality of any series is compromised by
the arbitrariness of its beginning (its rule) and (if it is in principle
infinite) the point at which its pursuit is terminated,® This is the eter-
nal irony of philosophical axiomatics. On this model, the work is /
made up of a particular relation of the subjective (the choice of the
rule) to the objective (the mechanical process of developing the series
by applying the rule). The so-called ‘mysticism’ is in the intuitive leap

- to the rule or idea that defines the series; just as in early Romanticism,

it
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The romantic kind of poetry is still in the state of b]ico;ngf; tgz‘z
m -fact is its real essence: that it. shou}d forever be ' e;; Onlg o0
l,)e.perfected ... The romantic kind of poetry is the Zrtain
?}T;eirs more than a kind, that is, as it were, poetry itself: forinac
sense all poetry is or should be romantic. [4F 116]
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In this hght conceptual art appears as a further rad1cal1zat10n (o}
t

ich, i mantics
t of Romantic poetry, which, in any case, the early Roma
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considered the conceptual model of ‘art’ [Kuns
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s;e any form, from an expression of words (written or sp ,
u , -

physical reality, equally.

17. All ideaé are art if they are concerned with art and fall within the

conventions of art.
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19. The conventions of art are altered by works of art.

One may thus rewrite Adthenaeim Fragment 116 in the manner of 1,

French Situationist Guy Debord, replacing the phrase ‘romantic POetry’
with ‘conceptual art’: v

- - - The conceptual kind of art is still in the state of becoming; tha,
in fact, is its real essence: that it should forever be becoming anq
never be perfected . . . The conceptual kind of art is the only one that
is more than a kind, that is, as it were, art itself: for in a certain senge
.all art is or should be conceptual.

One ontological consequence of this state of permanent becoming is 5
change in the status of individual works from ‘objects’ to ‘projects’: that
is, articulated combinations of ideas“and modes of actualization. In
Schlegel’s words: -

A project is the subjective embryo of a developing object. A perfect
project should be at once completely subjective and completely
objective, should be an indivisible and living individual. In its
origin: completely subjective and original, only possible in precisely
this sense; in its character, completely objective, physically and
morally necessary. The feeling for projects — which one might call
fragments of the future — is distinguishable from the feeling for frag-
ments of the past only by its direction: progressive in the former,
regressive in the latter. What is essential is to be able to idealize and
realize objects immediately and simultaneously: to complete them
and in part carry them out within oneself. Since transcendental is
precisely whatever relates to the joining or separating of the ideal
and the real, one might very well say that the feeling for fragments i
and projects is the transcendental element of the historical spirit.
[AF 22, emphasis added)

LeWitt, I think one can say, had such a feeling. And Sentences on

Conceprual Art was, and is, such a project. If it is the case that, as Senzence
16 has it, - :

If words are used, and they proceed from ideas about art, then they
are art

then Senzence 35 —

These sentences comment on art, but are not art.
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to deny the obvious: namely that these sentences

ilfull -
— appears: Wﬂi Z;m’ are also art. As such, like all conceptual art,ltheﬁf
comment O an 7inﬁnity of disparate actualizations, both textual an
en to 2

. front ohn
.. as demonstrated with great ironic power w.]:len ]Ork
otherwise, ang LeWitt's Sentences to camera in his 1972 video w
ris
Baldessar! 52 .
PBaldessart Sings LeWut.
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Modernisms and mediations

Aesthetics, T have suggested, has an inherent tendency to reduce art to
what Kant called ‘aesthetic art’, in a way that makes it peculiarly ill-
| cuited to the comprehension of contemporary art. Historically,
? sesthetics has been associated with Vart pour 'art’ (in France), aesthet-
«cism (in England), formalism (in Germany) and modernism (in the
‘ USA) as artistic and critical movements, each of which conceived itself
as developing Kant’s legacy, in one way or another.! The relationships
r Letween these movements have been subtle and fluid, but they increas-
| ingly appear as part of a single, continuous stream, culminating in a
modernism that is now, belatedly, providing a revived philosophical
sesthetics with art-historical legitimation. From this point of view, itis
with modernism that ‘art becomes aesthetics’, while aesthetics becomes
‘the reflective construction of the concepts necessary for the compre-
hension of the stakes and meaning of art in the light of the history of the
! dominant art of the second half of the nineteenth century and the first
' half of the twentieth century: modernism.”2 In the 1860s, it seems, Euro-
pean (for which, read ‘French’) art (for which, read ‘painting’) finally
caught up with Kant. Aesthetics defers to this modernjsm for the histor-
ical content of ‘art’. Indeed, aesthetics Aallucinates this modernism as
‘art’; hence its melancholia about contemporary art. The art of the
second half of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-
first functions for aesthetics, primarily, as a means of ‘sustaining loss’.”
But can modernism be as straightforwardly identified with artistic
aestheticism as the proponents of a revived aesthetics presume? Can the

aesthetic character of modernism really be taken for granted, so as to
provide an art historical justification for aesthetics? Is there only one
critically and artistically relevant ‘modernism’ here? If more than one,
what if any conceptual features does this multiplicity of modernisms
share? Is there an overarching, metacritical modernism? If thereis more
than one modernism, what are the critical relations between multiple
modernisms? And what are their differing relations to ‘aesthetic’ and to
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(today/ yesterday/ tOmorrow) to’ a Christiar}, lir}ear form of
.3l time. In it basic phenomenological and historical form, the
Storlcal- of the modern is thus to be distinguished from the ‘objec-
tempor? ological time of a quantiﬁable succession of homogeneous
stants (So_called physical or c?smological time), to which it is in no
o reducible. In partlbcular, Fhe 1dea.of .the modern 1nv'olx'res a sense of
the present as €¥- More specifically, it picks out ffron} w1th1r} the.pres'ent
ose things that are new and m‘akes t.hem. constiutive of its historical
meaning, OF what we might call the historical present’.

As such, the modern relies upon a certain temporal logic of negation,
which, in splitting the present fror}'l.within, makes ‘modern’ an inher-
ently subjective, value-laden, critical term (whether it be judged
favourably, as it still largely is today, or unfavourably, as it was over-
whelmingly prior tO the nineteenth century). In the modern, the new
within the present does not merely demand more attention than what is
not NEW; increasingly, it negates the latter’s claim on the definition of
the present itself. “Modern’ is both a term of temporal ontology and a
critical term. (Historical ontology is critical ontology.) Its negation is
an antiquation, a making old of the not-new. The present becomes
divided internally into the new and the old. ‘Modern’ is thus an agonis-
fic, conflict-generating term; hence the opposition between the Ancients
and the Moderns through which the term ‘modern’ first acquired an
epochal, periodizing significance in twelfth-century Europe. It was not
until much later, however, during the eighteenth century, that an inten-
sifying investment in the temporality of the modern as the
new—registered by a break not merely with the old, but with the
temporality of tradition itself—gave rise at the end of that century to
the term ‘modernity’. The English ‘modernism’ predates the intensified
sense of the present as modern associated with the word ‘modernity’,
but its application to art in the latter part of the nineteenth century rests
upon it. '

In its early eighteenth-century applications, the English ‘modern-
ism’, denoting a collective belief in and sympathy for the modern (as an
“sm’ it is both a collective and an affirmative term) was restricted to
linguistic change. ‘A modernism’ was a peculiarity of usage, expression,
or style characteristic of recent times — in much the same way that the
verb ‘modernize’ was at first also used mainly only of spelling, build-
ings, and dress. What these contexts share is a clear sense of change
needing to be justified. They indicate that, from its beginnings, modern-
:sm was a discourse of the legitimation of -change. In its most general
form, then, modernism is a collective affirmation of the modem, as such:
an affirmation of temporal pegatidn, an affirmation of the time-deter-
mination of the new. In its basic sense, modernism in art involves the
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application of this performarive temporal logic of ne
of art: the project of the production of the qualitatively ney,
more precisely, the production of an art appropriate to the ality
novelty of the historical present itself. In this respect, artistic mogq etlv
ism both leans upon that heightened or intensifieq sense of ih
time-consciousness of the modern evoked by the term ‘modernjp . -
distinguishes itself from the more particular future-orienteq tempory
ity of the avant-garde. As the modern intensifies, it increasingy,
incorporates the future’s Prospective negation of
sense of the present itself, approaching a kind of ge
avant-gardism. However, the future is here reduc
negating the present, irrespective of any particular historica] Content,
This is the difference from avant-gardes, which always act in the name
of particular futures: modernism anticipates the future only at the Jeyg|
of pure temporal form (the new). Relative 1o “avant-garde’, modernjsy,
is abstract.

‘Modernity’ has a double reference here. It refers first to develop-
ments within the periodizing use of the term ‘modern’ that are markeq
in German by the distinction between die Moderne and Neugeit (literally,
‘new time’). ‘Modernity’ (NVeugeir) marks a distinet period within the
modern age, not by virtue of any particular social content or historica]
event, but by virtue of the character of its temporality alone: the self-

gation tq the
in art

neralized or abstract

» more immediately
qualitative usage—originating, emblematically, in Baudelaire—thar

foregrounds the inherently aesthetic aspects of ‘modernity’ as a tempo-

ral form and, by retrospective effect, the aesthetic characteristics of “the
modern’ as well. These charac

teristics are not, at base, to do with
aesthetic in its sense of a criticism of taste, but, first of all, in its ‘ancient’
sense of matters of sensibility: pure temporal form.

In Baudelaire, the temporal aesthetics of ‘modernity’ become the
basis of both an artistic practice (modern lyric) and an art-

critical project
(painting as the painting of ‘modern life’). It was out of th

ereflexivity of

modernism, be it literary or vi
that is, an affirmation of th

- modernism (the affirmation of temporal negation) to the field of art. As

a temporal quality of experience, ‘modernity’ is an inherently aesthetic
category, but this relation need not necessarily be carried over into the

the present into fyg

ed to its function of
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and an investment in the representation of this temporal inteng;
as both a philosophical and a cultural va/ue in art. "Modernity’ i aesthey;
in a triple sense here, while art is ‘modern’ in two different ways. ¢
First, ‘modernity’ (like the modern more broadly) is aesther.
technical, ‘ancient’ sense of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason,
‘aesthetic’ refers to the doctrine of sensibility (transcendenta]
and time), since modernity is at root purely temporal quality. Mode,.
nity is transcendentally aesthetic; it is a historical a priori. Modernity is
a feeling of time (although, as a historical a priori, it is closer to 5 schemy
than a pure intuition)." Second, as an aspect of the beauty of moderp
life (what Baudelaire referred to as ‘the special nature of Present-day
beauty’), ‘modernity’ is an aesthetic term in the more restricgeq
famously German sense of belonging to the critique of taste. Modernjp,
is a beauttful feeling of time. Third, as an attribute of art (‘the half of ap¢
whose other half is the eternal and the immutable”), ‘modernity’ is an
aesthetic term in the still more constrained (and in my view confusing)
sense in which, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, ‘aesthetic’
acquired a usage synonymous with ‘of art. Modernity in art, for
Baudelaire, is a “distillation’ 6¢ ‘purification’ of the beautiful feeling of
transitoriness, a distillation of the beauty of time from life into art,
which thereby, paradoxically, effects its eternalization. As Walter
Benjamin showed, there is a dialectic of the transitory and the eternal at
work in Baudelaire’s thought (they turn into each other), which extends
significantly beyond Baudelaire’s self-understanding. !

Itis the condensation of these three registers of aesthetic (of sensibi/-
iy, of taste, and of arr) into the single term ‘modernity’ that makes
Baudelaire’s text such a pivotal moment in the history of the relation-
ship between aesthetic and art. Baudelaire’s is the historically first
immanently artistic aestheticism. (Kant — or rather, those who followed
him —imposed philosophical aesthetic onto art, externally.) Baudelaire’s
exposition of modernizé is the first successful historical mediation of
aesthetic and art. F urthermore, in its affirmation of transitoriness, it is
also the first proper (that is, generalized) modernism. This is the truth
of Bernstein’s claim, cited above, that ‘with modernism art becomes
- aesthetics: with Baudelaire s modernism “art becomes aesthetics’ — the

artistic re-presentation of the aesthetics of modernity. But only for a
while . . . ‘

Art may be said to be modernist in two different senses here, corre-
sponding to that mobile ‘empirico-transcendental doublet’ that

in the
> Where
Y5 Space

characterizes not just Kant’s thought of the human but all thought of the '

historical a priori as well.” On the one hand, art may be called ‘modern-
ist’ in the quasi-transcendental sense of gaining its intelligibility from its
- enactment, within and upon the artistic field, of that performative
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ic of negation that constitutes the structure of. mode}'msm
el o modernism as an operation Or a generative Zo'gzc. Qn
L Th 1: may be called ‘modernist’ in the specific art h1stor1.cal
the Oth?rb}zzg’t;re mozlfernism of its day: that is, con.stituted. asa galr;zc;tr—l
ation of a particular historically 1.:ece1ved artistic field.
e dernism is a metacritical term; in the second case, itis a
thefisst %% P earl historical criticism. The terminological (and conse-
term of 49 empmzd) difficulty we inherit lies in the fixing of the term
quently ?On,Cer ingle occurrence of the latter sense, as the name of a
modern i (‘the dominant [Western] art of the second half
ardCUIa.r mOdet;mcS;itury and the first half of the twentieth cent:ury’)
of the m'netef:t this century of art exhibits sufficient formal unity to
— assuming t e modernism. But whatever its precise and in'fev1ta.bly
COI‘lsnmtebonders this reduction of modernism to an art h1stor1ca1
dispote? f;rces i;s more fundamental transcendental operation as an
o efﬁrmation of a structure of temporal negation.. .
e re to escape the conceptual trap laid by this convent1qnal
; VVv;e;eamust ask: what happens to our understanding of fnodermsm
a8, hen the temporality of the qualitatively new continues to be
o VZI :ither against the ‘first’ (French) modernism of artistic ae_sthet—
'af’ﬁrme 7in other contexts altogether (for example, in ]'apar} or‘Chma or
ICISm’i ?)rr Latvia, today)?? It is at this point that our inquiry intersects
fvixlrecent deb:;tes about modernism and the ontsﬁogl}lr oihr_he (?11;:?;3
set in motion by Duve’s K;z:}i)t After ?uc}zc.zgz]z: Iflfc;;lcér ;js n}lr,to z I])) lemical
t iti enbergian “specific’ mo« 2
c?un:erPZizz?Znﬁ zo(;ilalisticg one. Izionsiderationro'f this opposition
Zzinitsg izlation to the inaugural ‘aesthetic’ modernism of ;:)he late n1rt1}elz-
century will help to clarify the rela\.tlonsh1p etween the
;T:sti}—ltranscen}:iental structure of modernism in ge.zr}grailll andnilreu e(;r;
principle, unlimited) empirical @ut noneth.eless critically co
multiplicity of ‘restricted historical modernisms.
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Artistic modernisms: aesthetic, specific, generic

istic modern-
In its fundamental conceptual form, I have suggested, artistic m

ism is the ongoing result of an application of the temporal-logie-of
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he field of art. Differences between art-critical modermsms will t ;
o whi is field are the objects, or targets, 0
depend upon which aspects of this fie ari1 jects, e
i i ion and the mode or manner in w
articular practices of negation : hey
Ere negated. It thus becomes possible to produge conceptual. SChEJ..’Irll o
the differences between the main Euro-American modi;msmsh 1t e
visual arts, from the latter part of the nineteenth century throug

P
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end of the 1960s. These schemas are at the sa
ent ontologies of art, since the practices of
the fundamental level of the concepts of ‘a
Asa first approximation, these ontologies
of the trad.itional logical‘ c.livision into genera, Species, and indivig
On the basis of recent critical debates, three main modernijsmg in v
art suggest themselves: general-aesthetic modernism, mea’z‘u,n_sVI
modernism, and generically artistic modernism, or the modey
(which is also a nominalism) of the generic concept of art, Which copy

me time schey,
n,egation at issye Opéra
1t and ‘the artg thereg
may be compared oy thel,

as of

ecies/individya] (T

privileged level is indicated in the tables below by the yuse of

asterisk.

Genus* Art Aesthetics of Techné (as opposed 1o ;)
nature) i

Species The arts Historically privileged carriers of
aesthetic properties
[Meta-genre: modes of representatiop
of ‘modern life’]

Individuals Works of art Sites of experiences of (transcenden-
tally defined) aesthetic singularities

A. Aesthetic modernism (aesthetic ontology): a neg

ation of the received social dependencies
constitutive of academic art; an affirmarion of aesthetic qualities as means/media of artistic autonomy,

Aesthetic modernism negated the system of social dependencies constity-
tive of the academic art of the first half of the nineteenth century on the
basis of an affirmation of artistic freedom via the aesthetic concept of
art: ‘“free’ or ‘autonomous’ aesthetic art. The modernism of art for art’s
sake ({art pour [ ‘art) — the negation of dependency — was the modernism
of aesthetic art. ‘Aesthetic’ was a synecdoche for ‘freedom’ here. To the

extent to which arzistic autonomy was actually an achievement of the

market, this freedom is in part illusory. Artistic aestheticism is an ideol-
ogy of autonomy (it misunderstands the autonomy of art). Nonetheless,
at a practical and critical level, the bohemian avant-gardes of the second
half of the nineteenth century instituted aesthetic art for the first time.

One might think that the proponents of aesthetic art could propose
certain shared aesthetic qualities that make individual works of art ‘art’.
However, being the object of a particular type of (‘pure aesthetic’)

judgement cannot provide the unification that is sought at the level of

the genus, since such judgements also apply —indeed, they apply para-

digmatically — to nature. For the aesthetic tradition, what makes a work

’ d
. gbout MOGE

_modernity ©

7 of artistic practice
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s i thetic

d what gives it critical value, as art (1.ts aest}i e
- . - - us
ot (tecﬁne’) an bornly disjunctive. Aesthetic Cl’ltel‘l?_ m .
main Sub teria in order to define ‘aesthetic art’, but
jes), I€ :cal criteria in orae
o ented by tectnica i iteria must then be forgot-
emented y doement these technical criteria m

g

ure aesthetic U der that the object appear purely aesthetic.

i in or ’ itoriness, in
or dlsavowed’estheﬁc primacy of ‘presence’ as trffnﬂtgr r,iVi
& i i — does -
qetheless, fhhe temporal aesthetic of the modern itse P
. o — the
delan'e

i i s the arts.
ions of modern life as its meta-genre, acrols ears.
e'representaﬂ casional critical utilization of a genera co gem
e i i i c mo -
Despite ' ractice aesthetic modernism — eau:ly‘art}stlS moden-
esthetic art, 77 I;1eticism — was not primarily about ‘art’ as ch, but
m, artistc 22 in ‘the arts’. Early modernism inherite rT 4
o s i i i arts. The
' }1, rality of historically established ?hscrete o
scademic 3% 5B d od as residing in a new emphasis
2 f the arts may be un ers{o s on
i ities, as a resu
: Iy aesthetic qualities, a : i
on thet? autonom?u;—l}(f)wever these qualities were nonetheless imma
L i i ing structures
their B articular, historically received, anfi d.evelopl1 gs cures
nent 0 ¢ P that constituted the arts (painting, sculpture, -
e not merely contingent instantiations of the

. . These wer : . s is respect, as
g etc'.) of a generalized quasi-Kantian aesthenc. In this re P al’ of
properties in practice, early modernism involved a retriev
Greenberg saw, 10 P ’

istori i 11 as a new
thetic dimensions of historically received artii as Tve ! as anew
s ' " B
e aifasis on their exploration and autonomous eve pof e -
o ction of continuity —in the context of the deplctlc_)n_ poder
u . . m -
e lv on this basis can the aesthet1c1sm of artistic m :
e e d r) the aestheticism o
ism be distinguished from (and valued O\I;e e e ey 1o
. ichi inti to be related, cu .
i hich it was so intimate . ;
everyday life, to w. vas ! e,
A ady contained, .
iselv because  aestheticism alre e excess of
Pfemsel? be ‘art’ - 1ciple of the movement from ‘art’ to ‘life
‘aesthetic’ over ‘art’, the principle o

~onsid ‘in Benjamin’s
that the historical avant-garde may be considered, -in j

; ‘ > of aestheticism itself.”
phrase, the ‘secret cargo % e modermiom (B, below)
S Green};e;g S zzit:uggsi[c):f aesthetic modernism that
represents a clarification of the art : A
g e s 0 e ey depended upon hisorclly
received system of the arts (that s, _ 2 bistorica Y
received c};ncepts of painting and scu.11'3t11re)f v;lh%et?:rgi:::?jg ]Hi: ran
formation of subject mattér. (Recognition ot the la T e,
correction, in his work on Manet, or—b'ette.r_——cotz:gd o
berg.) From this (by then post-}mpresswmst) sh ti(}:)red A
modernism in the arts appeared, cr1t{ca11y, as an ae}s: e redefinition o
artistic mediums. Greenberg’s brilh.ance lay in_ }115 ﬁne e oo
maintenance of an ontological plurality o.f arts with t fgedeﬁniﬁon P
of aesthetic art, through the speculative historical r
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‘medium’ (derived from Lessing), such
‘irreducible element’ of experience.
system of the arts was thus implicitl :
aesthetic. This is the extraordinar gic of g
berg’s historical criticism. Greenberg was essentially a stpy, oen

. ", S Cturalj

mediums. In the process, Baudelaire’s ‘distillation’ or ‘Puriﬁcationf o
transitoriness was generalized from literature across the v, 2
aesthetic properties of the arts (as &

Baudelaire himself hag done in ¢
tion to music in his late essay on Wagner), giving rise to the idey :
artistic modernism as the ongoing process of the e€Xperimenta] self. uri.
fication of artistic mediums, Transformed into medium-speciﬁc
modernism, aesthetic modernism :

thereby acquired a certajn historie;
the ‘restricted’ historicity internal he Structure of -
mediums, the historicity of the pu

that each medjum ¢
% 1n its speculative ¢q
¥ projected to map the
¥, closed structura] 1

Tessegsd
mpletigy,
totality ,

rification of mediums,

Genus Art 1. Common properties of artistic med;-
’ ums (immediate presentation of an

‘irreducible element of experiénce’)

2. Totality of the arts

@ecies* [The Arts }Mediums (painting, sculpture, film, erc)
@iividuals [Works of art 'Instances of medium self-definition

B. Medium-specific modernism (ontolo,

gy of arts as mediums): a negation of non-medium.-
. - /
specific properties; an

affirmation of medium specificity.

Yet, ultimately, Greenberg’s medium-specific modernism can no more

cope with the question of what unifies the concept of art than a general-
ized aestheticapproach. In fact, perhaps evenless so. For medium-specific
modernism onzologizes the plurali

ty of arts as mediums in such a way,
seemingly, as to block the very possibility of attributing significant criz-
ca/ meaning to the concept of artin general. From this point of view, the
concept of art appears at best ap

oretic. Writers from both standpoints
(general-aesthetic and medium-specific), trading on a fundamental
ambiguity of logical form, often use the term ‘art’ as shorthand for the

totality of arts and artworks in such a way as to imply that there is some
common underlying property unifying the concept of art and giving.
meaning to the art-character of each of its instances, Yet in reality there
can be no such thing for either position, for the question of artistic
mediums (techné) remains historically open — open to the development
of new mediums — in such a Way as to undermine the mapping of the
transcendental elements of ‘aesthetic’ onto 2 few discrete, historically
established arts (painting and sculpture, in particular). This was, of
- course, the ground for the historical destruction of Greenbero’s critical

. pasis for 2 7€

the artistic relevance 0
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i i ingly incoherent)
son for his increasing (atr111d 1.r1cre;1151:%r7lyThe herent)
i thex i f aesthetic value. r
or and ralized d1scours? 0 : e
8 g b-discipline of philosophy,

ics. as a su . te philosophi-
of aesthetics an attempt to provide amore adequate p P
A aSt, as
. ectat le
e as

’ ergianism.
vived Greenb > aesthetic judgements of art to the
bitrariness of restrlct_lng - mediums became 2 critical prob-
The 2~ istorically contingen a generic
s of a fev hlito rwenzieth century, as S0On as appeals t(t)iceg them-
Jy on in the to be used strategically within art t};lrac elogical
€ on
£ are 2 lv represented a challenge to the lly, t
is not only r€p . il more fundamentally, to
s blished mediums but, still mc ignificance of
f ests £ ‘aesthetic’ itself. This is the 51gn’1 f Duch
etic indi ce’. In Duch-
hamp and his criterion of ‘aest}}et1c 1nd1f§ere;; e cvely fired
Marcel DU}C1 Eer?ge to the ontological significance 3. :in between art
a . la
ampy the zentally delimited) Pluralll'y of arts, Hr_l}?e e };ge ric substance
(transce.n'd al works of art, and the challenge to thors 28 2 process
and indivt fl"l art 2o hand-in-hand. What appe?red o negatively, as a
of worlfzo don’ of mediums appeared to him, m(ililee segi 9 abar>1don-
‘ a
of 'Puﬂf Cbana’onments. In Duchamp (and OthirS)’ aft of painting was
series Of a ricular aspects of what had been the cr o e ohen.
a .
ment O PH an abandonment of craft (tec/zne). In generat. + tradition
radicalized ino the basis of an alternative moderr}ls
donment of craft became ic and medium-specific modern-
ive to both general—aesthenc an ) i call
(an alternative tO L : eric concept of art or what we mig
isms): the modernism ot a gan om the standpoint of the present (pos'F-
a‘generic artistic moderms;n . rtive e ition 15, in fact, now the main
: erna .
1960s art), this .so.-called alts in the twentieth century, running from
tradition of artistic mod(f,rnlsm d the Russian avant-gardes through to
an
Duchamp, Dada, Surrealism, and the 1 lism, and the postconceptual
1 art, a certain minimalism,
Fluxus, conceptual art,

cOﬂcePt o
Se]_VCS- T

. ce O
s can

i -and-a-half imme-
-ritically dominant in the United States in the decade :jld gt in 2
Ell'-lttlcl }’ollowing the Second World War and cur‘}fn n}:odernism o o
12: i};lal and modified form, the medium-spect ;adition‘
m ‘ ) i -
lur%ﬂity of arts is essentially a n1nete?nth century o s currently
P Critically, what I am calling generic artistic moderr T reept of o
b tzr:owr? 7through\ the reconstruction of thfe gener’lscwork e
e ¢ i e of Duve
merged in the cours
asa proper name that emerg .t has a far broader scope than ‘th‘e
amp.'® Historically, however, it ha . i Duve s
Du]i):.hampian and minimalist genealogies dW acy of his theoreti-
cerned. This raises the question of thfz 2 <1eq_u Y  arion of the
Coﬁ idios.yncraﬁ:ic nominalism to. the cr1t1c}:1a iinterg)nstrated beyond
. on. hat Duve has dem :
broader tradition. " Nonetheless, v hilosophical problematic
» domht ie first. that there is more than one p
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associated with modernism in the visual arts; and second, that whj],
the initially critically dominant one (medium-specific modernism) is
‘aesthetic’ in origin and orientation, the main competing alternative
(generic artistic modernism) is not. I shall refer to Duve’s interpret,.
tion of Duchamp’s generic concept of art as generic artistic modernisy,
7(C).

Genus ‘Art’ 1. A proper name
2. Totality of successful claims on the
name ‘art’

Species [Empty set] [Readymade as the vanishing mediator

of destruction of mediums/negative
meta-medium]

Individuals* Works of art Individual claims on the name ‘art’

C. Generic modernism 1 (nominalist critique of ontology of ‘art’): a negation of historically
received (= craft-based) mediums; an affirmation of the enunciative logic of individual claims
on the name of ‘art’.

What is most striking about this schema is its radical elimination of
mediating forms and its resolution of the problem of the relations of
individual works to the genus ‘art’, directly, with a nominalism of the
proper name ‘art’. The negation of medium here is also negation of
ontology, a negation of ontology by naming, or a negative ontology of
naming. Duve presents this historically in the form of a repetition: the
repetition of the result of Duchamp’s dialectical abandonment of paint-
ing by Frank Stella and Donald Judd’s absolute purification of painting,
leaving only its object-character behind. Critically, however, Duve’s
nominalism is effectively a sophisticated (‘enunciative’) form of posi-
tivism. The modernism of an individual work is dependent upon its
ability successfully to claim the narme ‘art’ in some new way. The critical
challenge to those unconvinced by the positivism of Duve’s metacriti-
¢al artistic nominalism is to theorize the history of post-Duchampian
art as the history of a modernist series of subsequent determinate nega-
tions of the artistic field that derive their intelligibility from the crizical
mediations thereby produced. That is to say, the challenge is to theorize
the unity of the generic concept of art conceptually, as the distributive
unity of a historical process of determinate negations. The thinker who
has attempted to do this most systematically is Adorno, in Aestheric

Theory, in his conception of the critical ‘preponderance of art’ over the-

individual artwork, despite the latter’s growing ontological weight.” It
may be schematized as generic artistic modernism 2, or a dialectic of
modernisms (D). Lo

MODERNISMS AND MEDIATIONS

‘Art’ Critical distributional unity of the
historical totality of works of art

Genus

Arts Afterlife of mediums within ‘art’; criti-
cal ‘isms’, individual series and new
forms, corresponding to structural
negations of the received artistic field

SPecies

Individuals Works of art Ontologically distinctive subject-like
entities producing the illusion of auton-
omous meaning-production through
the mediation of determinate negations

D. Generic artistic modernism 2/ dialectic of modernisms (historical ontology): a negation of
historically received (crafi-based) mediums; an affirmation of new determinate negations of
varying aspects of the established artistic field. ‘

The critical primacy of the mediations means that no one level in the
logical triad is privileged, ontologically. Rather, artistic ontology is
distributed across the field of relations between the three levels. This is
a negatively Hegelian model, in which the primacy of negation to the
structure of the modern has the logical consequence of a primacy of
mediations. Within this structure, however, everything depends on the
character of the negations, which is a historical matter, in a'deep philo-
sophical and social sense. Adorno acknowledges a growing nominalism
in the art of the 1960s (albeit in a sense quite different to Duve’s) subse-
quent to the decline in the regulative authority of schools, movements
and mediums. But this nominalism is not a decisive event, a one-off act
—itis a tendency, a tendency equivalent to the crisis of modernism itself.
For if modernism is all about negation, and therefore, dialectically
viewed, about mediation, any nominalistic crisis of mediating forms
will amount to a crisis of modernism. Contemporary art inhabits the
space of this crisis of mediations, which is at the same time that of the
production of new, more complicated, negatively mediating forms:
mediations of the crisis of mediations.

Mediations after mediums: nominalism and genre, isms and series -

In Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory, ‘nominalism’ does not primarily refer to a
general philosophical position about the status of universals. Rather, it
is used, by extension, to denote to a socio-historical claim about the
declining artistic significance of ‘objective’ (meaning, socially actual-
ized) aesthetic norms, and the increasing artistic significance of the
individuality of artworks. “The universal’, Adorno writes, ‘is no longer
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granted art through types, and older types are being dray,
whirlpool.” Individual works are forced to establish new
universality — including the universality of ‘art’ itself, in
singular —in new ways. This tendency towards a ‘prohibitio
fined forms’, Adorno argued, is inherent in the modern co
art as such, in the ‘progressive particularization’ out o
modern concep

tion of the autonomous artwork emer:
aesthetic conception of an art of genius as an expression
freedom, the mode of judgement of which is contrasted
subsumptive model of determinate judgement. Howe
recognized, once the principle of individuation becomes
and hence a new form of abstract universality of its own
the structure of the individual work with a reduction to its
spatio-temporal ‘indiscernability’): ‘Unchecked aesthe
ism. .. terminates in a litera] facticity’. Adorno presents
as an impasse, an ‘historical aporia’ in the situation of mo
However, there is more movement in this situation
formulation suggests. For if modern art is to be true to
received universals in the name of subjective freedo
reject the auto-destructive universalization of its own
nalism and enter into new kinds of relations with unive
and new. If contemporary art has social substance t
which it ‘gives shape’ to the antinomy of aesthetic nominalism by
‘winning form from its negation’, as Adorno claimed, this need not be
a merely negative dialectic, which was — for Adorno, in any case — 5
general epistemological, not a specifically artistic, form.? Rather, it
requires new forms of mediation. Indeed, this was the historical signif-
icance of #sms for Adorno: those ‘programmatic, self-conscious, and
often collective art movements’, which, in their day, ‘by no means
shackle[d] the individual productive forces but rather heighten[ed]
them. . . in part through mutual collaboration.’ However, despite this
crucial mediating function, Adorno maintained a predominantly back-
ward-looking conception of isms as ‘the secularization of schools’ in
an age that had destroyed schools as traditionalistic. For Adorno, an
ism was ‘an island of a tradition’ that had been ‘destroyed by the prin-
ciple of individuation’.? : -

By thinking of isms in terms of ‘programmatic, self-
often collective art movements’,
importance since the 1950s of retro
which nonetheless maintain some
Such isms retain the structure of, on
ciple of "individuation (by virtue

‘interpretation of individual works),
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e law of form in 1 atis produced by tendentially increasing
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ing crisis cif mf)(i:;iﬁt so-called ‘late’, but actually, we might say,
minalism

v . ; as follows.
dernism). 1t may be summa1:1ze1§1, billteci%gical marker of its
’ mo k of artisthe o .
‘mature = duality of the wor s ther. production
- dividuality . f meaning (or rather, p i
The indi s production o ion of meaning)
0OnoOmMOous p tion of meaning
autonoml}ff - arlllstcious illusion of an autonomous Pffo}?izznigma lies in the
~-CO . . n en;gma. .
of the sel-¢&% £ its constitution as a . ks of art act like
basis 01 1 : oduction, works O .
_ and the . ous meaning-pr i : indi-
: t autonom . iects — human subjects, i
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caué’; rZ subjectivity, in izself; opaque. lective. The work of art must
e er, meaning is irreducibly COl- g h the collectivity of its
Howe;{ re its ontological individuality wit 1?1 islating ‘Taw of
thus media anings. This is the function of its selt- eg hole range of
(POtent;“aDmm fs the artistic mediation of the social, at a w.
form’. For

. ion) to
\ . logies of productio
. ials (including techno )

levels, from artistic materials ( s T%e question thus arises as to what

hniques and ProductiVGf P{:actme individuality of works of contem-
R f of mediation of the individuality jal meanings.
arethemain (')rhmsh collective dimension of their potentia dm o e
porary art withh t eitiall complicated — and then answere _tiOI}ll was
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o e lective’ form in any active practic “ndividuals’ who
nec§s1§ar11(}; hae zgme;odity/ the value form) ErOduce'Zb;E(ti;vilnz form of
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contemporary art, there is another, ontolo
than the fragile critical ism: the serfes.”
In flight from the substantive universalities of

contemporary art distributes its universalities across critical sms and
. individual serfes. One may thus schematize the

predominant formg of
‘critical mediation between individual works and the universality of
‘art’, across the broad historical period of ‘modern art’, from the mid.
eighteenth century onwards, like this:

gically more basic mediation

enres and ;
g medlums,

Periodization Mediating principle(s) ~ |Logical form
Classicism hierarchy of genres subsumption
Romanticism primacy of the individual |fragment

work
Aestheticism/aesthetic  |aesthetic intensities of | aestheric identity
modernism modern life
Modernism of isms of movements groups
avant-gardes
Formalist modernism mediums

species

Generic modernism 1 [‘readymade’ as negative proper name

- |meta-medium/vanishing
mediator of the destruc-
tion of mediums]

‘Contemporary art’ / critical ésms and series | distributive unities
generic modernism 2:

Eialectic of modernisms

|

E. Periodization of mediating forms

With regard to the final stage of this scenario, what Sartre says in his
Critigue of Dialectical Reason about what he takes to be the ontologi-
cally basic form of collectivity of human individuals, the series— whilst
arguably mistaken about human individuals — appears true of works

of art: the collapse of objective norms subjects works of art to the rule
of series.

The structural relation of the individual to other individuals remains
in itself completely indeterminate until the ensemble of material
circumstances on the basis of which the relation is established has
been defined, from the point of view of historical totalization. In this
sense, the contrast between the ‘reciprocity as a relation of interior-
“ity’ and ‘the isolation of organisms as a relation of exteriority’,

MODERNISMS AND MEDIATIONS

:ch. in the abstract, conditions an unspecified te-nsion within rnult1;
W}-nf:' '« is in fact transcended, and merged in a new type O
11c1t1€S>1 : ternal’ relation by the action of the practico-inert ﬁe}d,
‘int.e o -eXforms contradiction in the milieu of the Other into serial-
which tra:ils to understand the collective one must understand that
o . ': object [that is, the practico-inert field — PO] realizes the
th1§ matz r1'nter]enetration of individuals as beings-in-the-world-
un1f§"d0 thtemselives to the extent that it structures their relat'ions [as
out?tifal organisms] in accordance with the neV{ rule of series. .. ZI
i ode of being for individuals both in relation to one another an
S'erjj;aficfnﬂzo their common being and this mode of being transforms all
m

26
their structures.

In this context, the artist’s ceuvre aPpelars :sa%S:;:ecseie?c;zr?js’s.e;;aiz
mediated individuations, of, increasingly, a : serie ia\oman
ic historical significance of life-series, such as
gl;altl(z;?;n 1965 / 1 — oo series (painting the process of ?uilkt:;gsfsgz
one to infinity, from 1965 until his death in %Ol 1) and o hex seties
ined over long periods of time that formahze.theu seriality, of
iii?:lzlogically, suchas OnKawara’s TODAY series of Date Paintings
resent). . o
(198?132: }::T)Editions) of tendentially incre.aﬁing aes_thetlc nor1r:11ﬁf1;ir:11:
each work must create the mediating cond:mons of 1t§ own 1nS:li -
ity. In the absence of new, unalienated social forms o univer ! 'fcy;uCh
series is the most common formal modfe for th/e .const;ucncinm Sue
conditions. It is here that the structural 111?ert'ar1an1.sm. 0 cor} ‘ee ‘1;,1 thizrl
art resides. As subjects of excha?%e in ca%ntalhitc ;(:Sc;f;:s,e Z&;ei :éividuals’
and against’ the series as a social form of relations. reen individus
k of art reflects and re-presents this form, in the 01.:m .
?ﬁz 1(iztionship between seriality and what Sartre call.ed thﬁap?itl ;)Sf;
view of historical totalization’ — world mediation —is 1:.>ere t;;l > mo
thematically explicit in the ceuvres o.f two German artists sinc y
1960s, Sigmar Polke and Gerhard Richter.

Everything, everywhere? Polke and Richter

I have written about the'strategic, postconceptual characterhof R;fl;ic:es
paintings and their relations to mediums and genres el§e}jv ere. ere,
I shall concentrate on the meta—criti{:lal mome(:int Eft CI;::; ';erll:t; 1zzaAtZ a;
age of photographs, collages-and sketc !
t(}llgéazs_sgér)l f)lal%)ngsidz the %elfction of Polke’s .paintmgsl ar'ld ;sz1n%}
from 1998-2003 exhibited in 2002-04 as Sigmar Po lce.th i gstic
Everything”® Each collection displays an aspiration to the
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mediation of a comprehensive totality — call it “world’ —
and temporal aspects, respectively; a quintessentially Roma
ment of the philosophical desire for the absolute animating the heritage
of German idealism. Within the terms of this aspiration, this desjre .
essentially, the desire thatart might continue to perform its archetypically
modern metaphysical function of world-mediation, under the changeq
conditions of the present — three issues stand out: L. the character of thg

whole, the world, which this art aspires to mediate; 2. the specific char.

acter of the mediation offered by Atlas, and why it has become s

important — increasingly important, I shall argue — to the Critica]
redemption of Richter’s ceuvre; 3. the ontological status of ds/as i, its
relations to the postconceptual structure of contemporary art more
generally: in particular, the way in which 4t/zs is inscribed within thay
dialectic of art and non-art that became constitutive of the critical stryc.
ture of modern art in the wake of the historical avant-gardes.

In asking these questions of world-mediation and post-conceptuality
of Atlas, in the context of the problem of the critical function of mediat-
ing forms, I am concerned to take my distance from an increasingly
institutionally consolidated interpretative paradigm governing the
reception of Richter’s work. This paradigm views Richter’s works in
terms of three central themes: epistemological scepticism (a staging of
doubt about ‘the real’); Aistorical remembrance and mourning (painting
‘after the end’ of painting); and painting’ as redemption (an affirmation
of the ontological power of the act and medium of painting, despite,
against, and ultimately through its fallen historical condition). Further-
more, it is often implied, by redeeming painting, Richter thereby, more
fundamentally, undertakes a redemption of the human subject through

painting. It is a dialectical redemption, to be sure — redemption via
painting’s scepticism about redemption —but itis a dialectically positive
(affirmative) redemption nonetheless.” These three themes set the
terms within which, ten years ago, Richter was somehow incorporated
into the canon of American modernism, in the exhibition Gerhard Rich-
ter: Forty Years of Painting at the Museum of Modern Art in New York
in 2002.* Richter’s paintings appeared there as the nationally displaced
afterlife of an American Painting retrospectively enlivened by the
recognition of the underlying affinities — indeed, the ultimate unity — of
Abstract Expressionism and Pop Art. This has been a complex ideo-
logical operation, of considerable subtlety in its appropriation of an
existing critical literature, in which Richter himself has no doubt been
deeply complicit. However, I am not concerned here with the legitimat-
‘ing function of Richter’s critical self-consciousness; or at least, I am no
more concerned with it than with other critical perspectives. (The unre-
flective privileging of statements by Richter aBout his work continues to

in its Spatia]
ntic displace_
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Suggle ’ents safeguarding it against the increasing closure a ess 1o the
e 3 n
arft ;'s aint;ngs. It represents a moment of genutne ?Per;t - vires 0
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photographically illustrated newspapers and ma
narration and documentation of events — especi
and the advertisement of commodities form
continuum. This was the incipient homogeneou
imagery, yet at a point at which it still remaine
photographic object-images, in which ‘the pho evailed
over the photographic.® To rewrite the beginning of Marx’s Capizal
yet again, we might say that the visual wealth of their society appeareq
to them as ‘an immense collection of photographs; the individyg
photograph appeared as its elementary form.” Photographs and their
means of production were ready-to-hand: ready-to-hand to p,
‘remade’ as paintings.

Atlas is a highly selective fragment of this ‘immense collection of
photographs’, which, in archetypical philosophically Romantic fag
uses its title to refer to that fi

hion,
guring of the absent totality that the
ment performs, negativel

frag-
¥, via the specific mode of its completion/
incompletion — as we saw in Chapter 2, above. If an atlas is an organiza-

tion of geographical and astronomical knowledge in book form,
Richter’s Az/as maps Richter’s world. It is post-Romantic in its neces-
sarily individualistic and fragmentary character —not every place, every
thing, every photograph, can appear; yet, on the other hand, there is
also something more epistemologically primitive, something ‘early
modern’ about the accumulative and classificatory character of its
empiricism, on a scale which is at once grand (thousands of images) and

hopelessly, minutely, pathetically partial. (This is a condition that

affects all contemporary photography in its relations to the totality of

the images readily available at the press of a fe

w keys. Compare, for
example, Wolfgang Tillmans’s exhibition at Tate Britain, London, /f
One Thing Mazters, Everything Matters, 1980—2003 — another reflection

on ‘the one and the many’. Over 2,000 images: so many, but also so few!
A mere drop in the ocean of images.)® Epistemologically, this form of
accumulation offers an inductive knowledge closer to Bacon’s proce-
dures than to Galileo’s, closer to the gentleman amateur of colonial
fossil-hunting than the professionalized science of hypothesis formation
and experimentation. Yet its specimens are more emblems than
instances. One might posit a kind of reversal-of the anthropological
relation of early colonialism here, as, after the move from East to West,
Richter becomes a collector of the naturalized image-artefacts of the
European capitalist metropolises.
Atlas, one might say — at least to begin with, up to 1972 — offers a
kind of domestic, idiosyncratic natural history of the photo
. temporality is largely a temporality of stasis, a temporality o
ervation of transience, a temporality of the dead. of mere si

ed a seam]egg Visy
s whole of de-realizeaj
d primarily a world of
tograph’ still pr
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Fig. 4: Gerhard Richter, At/as, 196297, Sheet 289

thereby that of the constitutive function of its serialism for the mean-
ing of any particular work.

If one asks the question of precisely what Richter’s At/as is, the answer
must be, I think, thatitisa structurally ambiguous cultural object. At the
level of its logic of production, at least, it is at once an archive of sources,
a documentation of procedures, and a formal, self-contained result. It is
not so much that what is essentially a work of classification is itself
unclassifiable ‘within the typology and terminology of avant-garde art
history’.”” (This may be so, but the same applies to most important work
after 1964). Rather, it is its particular combination of cult-value, exhibi-
tion-value and education-value that makes it ambiguous,
that is sustained via its connections to Richter’s other, more readily clas-
sifiable work, the paintings in particular.® These connections are of two
kinds: external ones, dependent upon the recognition of the images as
sources for photo-paintings (this is one of the games the knowing viewer

cannot but play in viewing Ar/as); and internal or immanent ones, where
the image is marked in some way to signal its status as a preparatory
material: either by being mounted with adhesive tape, within a broader
than usual visual field, being marked up in some way; or framed with a
sketch for installation, or some other perspective device. In each case,
the non-art status of the image as “artistic material’ is secured in contrast
to the implied work (whether it came to exist or not).

a combination

Fig. 5: Gerhard Richter, Atlas, 1962-97, Sheet 290

The educational-value predominate.s.o.ver the e?chb;tizrll;zail; i(;r
her. in this case, the exhibition-value zs its educationa ci t};e Woﬂi
s a staple strategy of early conceptual art: exten 1ngL ¢ work
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conveyed by the contiguous presence o’f source 1r:§g:§d ;Ciprocauy
thus present themselves ‘for themselves > 30 to ;pef éls d reciprocz ¥
implicate the source images in this aesthetic mode o isplay. o
1mPt1§tructura1 ambiguity thus pervades the whole d1sl?1a§lr. I.t uttnon,
Ezrtl complicates, the classical ax_ran'f—ga'rde sti;tejgyozfai?g Sagf;:tgof o
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ifti non-art element’ 0 _ . c
:rl'llz)f:rl\zﬁz whereby it secures a critical autonon'lly by ;;izﬁzgozlv1;hntilw
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basis. This is one of the deepest dialectical mome
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display: the didactic formalization of the mounting ,
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architectural sketches for installations and rooms, and the Presentagiy,

of photographs as ‘models’ all work both functionally ang formalln

Furthermore, the references to other works, other Practices, maje 47

more than a mere display of functionalism. Tt is quite different £y

example Susan Hiller, Dedicated to the Unknown Artists (197276

of over 200 photographic postcards of seascapes, each beay;

inscription ‘Rough Seas’, mounted on fourteen boards, along iy
charts and maps, organized in such a way as to analyze different aspects
of the images. As we saw in the previous chapter, this well-knowy, Work
of mid-period (or ‘second generation”) Conceptual art in Britain hy
become, for some, a model of conceptual art’s ability to dea] with

‘Romantic subject matter’ ¥ Yet, formally, it lacks the breadth of the
system of references, both within itself and outside, whereby 4/,
constitutes itself through its relations to a series of absent totalities; the
totality of Arlas, the totality of Richter’s ceuvre, the totality of the
photographic, the totality of the world. This returns us to the issue of
seriality and world-mediation. Fach totality figures the others and each
image signifies via its relations to these four levels of totality.

Each of these totalities is an open totality — open to additions, subtrac.
tions and modifications. This is crucial to the critical function of s/
within Richter’s ceuvre: its openness stands in opposition to the trad.
tional, closed forms of Richter’s other individual works — the paintings,
Where once it was the negativity of the relationship between painting
and photography within Richter’s photo-paintings that was the critical,
conceptual and ‘open’ aspect of his works (as paintings of negations),*
now, since the late 1980s, and since Richter’s increasingly affirmative
embrace of large-scale abstraction and classically composed photogra-
phy alike, it is 4rlas alone that provides the moment of reflection
— reflection upon the art/non-art relation — that is essential to the criti-
cal claims of the ceuvre. Richter’s paintings have become increasingly
self-sufficient and affirmatively pictorial: ‘normal, again’ as he has
described it."

- Polke, on the other hand, has maintained what was once a common
strategic approach to the painterly mediation of the visual forms of
media culture, while continuing to develop its formal means in new
ways. In the works in the exhibition History of Everything, this involved
anew use of transparent resins (alongside the familiar variety of fabrics)
to transform the wooden frames supporting the canvases into an inte-
gral grid-like element of the work (Fig. 6). These ‘machine-paintings’
from the Dallas/Tate show maintain both a technologically based
connection to media forms and a polemical relation to the social content
of the now-global media. In the first case, pixelizing the images through

" the massive enlargement of print-processing errors. In the latter case.
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Fig. 7: Sabrina Hardman and Manadel al-Jamadi, Abu Ghraib prison, Iraq,

2004

by a return to photojournalistic source
and Al Qaeda (2002), an investigative j
and Risk Game (2002), a machine

marines playing the board game of w.
the Gulf of Aden.

In fact, the compositional possibilities of digital imaging (enlarge-
ment and simplification, in particular) place press photography itself
close to photo-painting, since early photo-painting was less about paint-
ings of photographs themselves (it was not photorealism) than about
painting reproductions of photographs. This continuing reliance on the
compositional structure of the source image, in Polke, produces a kind
of auto-representation of history, in line with the displacement of
professional photographic journalism by participant photography, or
‘citizens’ journalism’. The paradigmatic example of such participant
self-representation is to be found in the images of the abuse of Iragi
prisoners taken by US troops in Abu Ghraib. These are images that, in
certain compositional respects, look more like classical conceptual

photo-paintings than simple photographs: grotesque versions of John
Baldessari’s 1969 Commissioned P.

aintings, in which hand gestures at
once identify the object of the image (here, the bodies of the prisoners)
and celebrate its reduction to an object (Fig. 7).

Richter exited the formal space of media imagery some years ago now,
 in favour of classically composed photography and resolutely domestic

image-making. Even the ongoing land-, sea- and skyscapes are broadly
domestic in their articulation of cultural space: the space of reproductions

mages: The Hunt for the Talibay,
ournalistic diagram, for example,
painting on fabric of American
orld domination, Risk, onaship in
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painting: the ontology of a postconceptual art.
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Transcategoriality: postconceptual art

Much of the best work being produced today seems to fall between
media. This is no accident. . . We are approaching the dawn of a
classless society, t0 which separation into rigid categories is abso-

Jutely irrelevant. |
Dick Higgins, ‘Intermedia’, 1965

Museums are tombs, and it looks like everything is turning into a

museum. Painting, sculpture and architecture are finished, but the art

habit continues. Art settles into a stupendous inertia. :
Robert Smithson, ‘Some Void Thoughts on Museums’, 1967

Asit turned out, we were not approaching the dawn of a classless society;
nor did art settle into a stupendous inertia. Yet, as the 1960s progressed,
the classification of artworks into rigid medium-based categories certainly
did become increasingly critically irrelevant nonetheless. And the process
was not unconnected to the flowering of a certain idea of freedom: the
freedom to make art from any of a potential infinity of material and
“mmaterial’ means. However, this was neither an uncontested process
nor a definitive one, critically or institutionally. If the critical destruction
of medium as an ontological category was the decisive, collective histori-
cal act of the most important art of the 1960s, it is not surprising that it
faced a barrage of institutionally reactive and reappropriative criticism
and curation from the outset. In this context, the work of Robert Smith-
son takes on a symptomatic significance. For Smithson was one of agroup
of US artists who, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, most fully exploited
the experimental possibilities of anart freed of the restrictions imposed by

i conventionally conceived artistic mediums. In this respect, his ceuvre in
many ways epitomizes the radical transcategoriality and ‘postconceptual-
ity’ of the most important art of the 1960s. At the same time, however, it
is the greatest of the many ironies that pervade the reception of this work
that, after his eatly death in 1973, it has taken place primarily within the
terms of a debate about the meaning and possibilities of ‘sculpture’. Only
recently have a younger generation of artists revived a different,
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definitively post-medium Smithson, on the basis of perceived Similarig,
with aspects of their own situations and practices. Smithson’s Work thes
offers the opportunity for a dual examination: of the tenacity and ﬂeXib}iS
ity of conventional categories of medium in the face of the fundamep,.
challenge to their legitimacy posed by new art practices in the 1960s; ang
of the categorial consequences of the destruction of the comzenéon »
category of medium, which was enacted in those practices.

In this chapter, then, first, I examine the reception of Smithson’s work
with regard to the restitution of the concept of sculpture, as a cagse stud
in critical and institutional conservatism, masquerading as — indeed
constituting, a certain — progressivism. Second, I propose an alternaﬁVe’
transcategorial and postconceptual interpretation of Smithson’s Signiﬁ:
cance, in which I draw attention to the decisive importance of a Particulay
conception of abstraction for the conceptual dimension of Smithson’s
work, and to his aspiration for its termination in an ultimate breakdown of
all categorialization in the experience of the work of art, in a state of ‘pure
perception’, modelled on a certain cinematic experience of film.

Smathson and medsum (or, against sculpture’)

According to Robert Hobbs, the foremost and in some respects the best
critical interpreter of Smithson’s work in the decade immediately follow-
ing his death, and organizer of the first posthumous retrospective of his
work in 1980, symptomatically entitled Robert Smithson- Sculpture:!
‘Smithson’s major contribution as an artist was to enlarge the realm of
sculptural space . . . [At a time at which] in the United States . . . art was
decisively changed when sculpture reasserted itself as a primary
work for reevaluating humanity’s relationship to the world.”
This quotation is taken from Hobbs’s essay in the catalogue of
Smithson’s second posthumous retrospective, which he organized for
the United States Pavilion at the 40th Venice Biennale in 1982, This was
an exhibition that significantly extended the institutional recognition of
Smithson’s work, especially in Europe, in part precisely by framing it so
decisively within the terms of an enlarged notion of sculpture. Hobbs’s
reading historicized Smithson, confining him to a particular interpreta-
tion of the artistic context of his day. In contrast, when the Smithson
recent revival began in the mid-1990s, it was on the basis of the reso-
nances of his work in the present. This revival achieved mainstream
institutional form only belatedly (most notably in the 2004—05 retro-
spective that originated at MOCA, Los Angeles) in the wake of academic
monographs, such as Ann Reynolds’s Robert Smithson- Learning from
New Jersey and Elsewhere (2003) and Jennifer L. Roberts’s Mirror Tray-
“els:, Robert Smithson and History (2004).° And this recognition was fed,
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ROBERT SMITHSON: SCULPTURE

ROBERT HOBBS

Fig. 8: Cover of Robert Hobbs, Robers Smithson: Sculprure

This is a major critical claim — broader than Hobbs’s — yet like Hobbg’
it flies in the face of Smithson’s e

xplicit rejection of the rnedium-sPeciﬁC
formalism that K rauss was extending to embrace the new three-dimension)
art of the 1960s and early *70s. Asthe epigraph at the opening of this chap-
ter indicates, Smithson insisted that sculpture, along with painting and
architecture, was finished. For example, he wrote about painting: ‘The
transparency of the . . . surface becomes diseased when the artist defines
his art by the word “painting” alone. “Painting” is not an ez
therefore it is a linguistically out-of-date category.”
What are we to make of this disjunction between the terms of the main-
stream critical reception of Smithson’s work and Smithson’s own

self-understanding? And how are we to deal with the disjunction critically?

If Smithson’s works are not ‘sculpture’, even when they look sculptural,

then what are they? And wherein does their critical importance lie?

d,buta means,

The nterminable avalanche of categories’

The first thing to be acknowledged with regard to the confusion about
medium in the reception of Smithson’s work is that the problem of cate-
gorization, to which it represents a response, is a very real — that is to
say, ongoing, unresolved — critical problem. It is in many ways the
problem of contemporary art criticism: not simply as the problem of the
selection or construction of categories through which to think particu-
lar works, but also, more importantly, as that of the status of such
categories and their relations to the individuality of the works. Its unre- /
solved status is perhaps the immanently critical reason for the dearth of
intellectually serious criticism of contemporary art. Smithson himself,

developing his views on museums in a conversation with Allan Kaprow,
- published in the 1967 47+ Yearbook, put it like this:

L ART
SCATEGORIALITY: POSTCONCEPTUAL
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Rosalina Krauss’s ‘Expanded Field’

the possibility of sculpture in the first place. In this respect, it is a tran-
sitional account, between medium-specificity and what Krauss would
later acknowledge to be a much more various — and, for her, critically
irrecuperable — ‘post-medium condition’.”® Under that condition, the
‘expanded field” (within which sculpture was one of four positions)
quickly reverted, institutionally, to being treated as an expanded field of
sculpture — the field of an expanded sculpture, broadly along the lines
of Hobbs’s interpretation, which it had initially displaced. As the 1980s
progressed, Smithson’s work was increasingly treated once again as
emblematic of a ‘new’ sculpture, along with works by a whole pantheon
of artists from the 1960s who had similarly rejected the sculptural tradi-
tion as a whole. By the time of the exhibition Gravity and Grace at the
Hayward Gallery in London in 1993, subtitled ‘The Changing Condi-
tion of Sculpture, 1965-1975", the restoration was complete. And the
“curatorial mode of presentation of Smithson’s works was adjusted
accordingly.

Alternative curatorial strategies were developed in ways largely
unrelated to the critical artistic meanings of individual works — ‘themed’
shows of varying kinds producing loosely linked aggregates of works,
without specifically artistic unity. These are, in many ways, the ‘torn
halves’ of contemporary exhibition practice: traditional classifications
versus curatorial strategies unrelated to the critical categorization of’
works, reaching out to wider cultural fields. It was from within this
latter field — within an accepzance of art’s post-medium condition, but

without a clear art-critical paradigm — that a new generation of artists -

TRANSCATEGORIALITY: POSTCONCEPTUAL ART

. overed Smithson’s works, from the mid-1990s onwards. 'Ijhis
sedise rion has embraced Smithson’s work less because of its categorical
ene'r; 1 than out of a growing sense of its seemingly uncategorizable
et (;ty;rajectories — and its associated individualism. For them,
muhtg’son epitomizes freedom from the constraints of medium, or other
Smlived norms, while at the same time providing an individualistic
1recl('étical model of the artistic counterculture of the 1960s: at once ‘seri-
ozsl’ and free. In particular, he offers a model of whaF, back .in 1973,
Lawrence Alloway had already describf:d asa -post-st!,ldw practice — the
rerm used by Cornelia Butler to describe Sm1thsor} in her recent cfta—
Jogue €ssay for the Museum of Contemporary Artin Los Angeles.
smithson’s emphasis on institutionally negoFlated Pro]ects fmc}
related travel increasingly resonated v.zith the social rea.hty of artists
Jives. Smithson became the melancholic phenomenolog}st‘ of a profes-
sional condition of dislocation and displacement: the artist not 5105 much
as ethnographer as journalist, or cultural worker, on assignment.™ Here,
it is less the iconic sculptural properties of the earthwgrk. Spfral Jetty
that have been an inspiration than the processes of negotiation involved
in its construction, and the eponymous 1971 film wh1c!c1 rgcords the
construction. But this is less with regard to their cpmphcanon of the
signification of ‘Spiral Jerty’, or the ontology of szra.l jetg{ as a work,
than for the portrayal of Smithson himself — especially in the'ﬁnal
section of the film where he appears as a wild, ‘hunted’ figure, in an
exuberant parody of the scene in Alfred Hitchcock’s 1959 North By
Northwest in which the character played by Cary Grant is diYe—bombed
by a crop-dusting airplane. The film has .thl'ls sgved to r.elnforce the
mythologization of Smithson as a Romantic individualist, in a conven-
tional artistic sense, both as its auzeur and its subject, at the same time as
it has served to situate him within a post-medium, ‘new media’ world.'
However, the practical artistic results of what became for some

 young artists a near infatuation with Smithson have been disappoint-

ing and diminishing. The double recovery of Smithson’s Partially
Buried Woodshed on the Kent State University campus in works by
Renée Green and Tacita Dean (1997 and 1999, respectively), for
example, functions as a metonym for a generational desire to recover
something of the 1960s in current art practice, but goes little furthe;t
than the gesture of recovery. There is a repetition of motifs —and an
element of ‘recreation’ (distinct from re-enactment) — but no real
sense of an artistic legacy. So, although Smithson’s work has been
received enthusiastically by young artists, with a strong intuitive sense
of its artistic significance, this reception has thus far in many ways
been merely the (blind) other side of the coin of its conventional
appropriation as ‘sculpture’. *
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TRANS

orial re-appropriation, and hence as a consequence, (3) a repres-

c@ tegof both conceptual content and construction. ,
Slogmithson himself bemoaned the original Renaissance distinctions
petween the arts; in the spirit of an absolute artistic individualism (good
1 that he was). But as Adorno recognized, the problem is more
pistorical than this. The problematic status of categorization is a conse-
quence of the individualizing logic of the aesthetic definition of the
qrrwork, which is itself the expression of social transformations in the
Jlitical status of individuals, from which the structural political mean-
ing of post-Romantic art as an expression of freedom derives. We live
£ still-increasing individualism, of which neo-liberalism is

in societies 0
merely the most recent economic-ideological expression. Yet, in art as

in life, absolute individuation destroys meaning. In Adorno’s terms:
‘Unchecked aesthetic nominalism . . . terminates in a literal facticity.”®
(This is the historical meaning of Michael Fried’s ‘literality.”)"” Among
other things, it is the rapid appropriation of artistic forms by the culture
industry that has led to the declining artistic significance of objective
sesthetic norms. Yet works of art continue to require mediating inter-
pretative categories, however negative, to acquire social objectivity
—beyond the received conception of medium. There is no escape from
the maze of categories — or, to switch metaphors, no option but to try
critically to regulate the flow of their avalanche/rundown. In Kant’s
terms, these are the Jogically conditioning elements of aesthetic judge-
ments of art that make them judgements of arz, rather than pure aesthetic
judgements that could just as well be of nature. This logical condition-
ing of judgements of individual works of art is a process that remains,
oddly, largely theoretically unelaborated, even today; perhaps because
it requires a systematic philosophical mediation of the history of artof a
kind only Hegel (positively) and Adorno (negatively) have risked.
(Duve tried but failed to short-circuit the requirement, in his Kant After
Duchamp, with the positivism of his Foucauldian version of the institu-

America

tional theory of art.)”
Critical categorization delimits the conceptual space of interpretation;

hence the increased importance since the 1950s of critical ‘isms’ and the
competition between critical terms, in the wake of the decline of the
hegemony of ‘medium’. Idea-art and concept-art, for example, lostoutto -
Conceptual art; Barbara Rose’s ABC art and Lucy Lippard’s Eccentric
Abstraction, lost out to Minimal art (which embraces at least three differ-
ent, if phenomenonally related kinds of work: by Judd, LeWitt, Morris),
etc. Lippard herself came to believe that the works of the late 1960s and
early *70s are ‘fundamentally uncategorizable’, and she consequently now

takes either a purely empirical or a. pragmatic approach.” This is to give
o e ot and Lineasinal dicamirea altnaether A< we have seen. Hobbs and
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the early Krauss took a conventional medium-based approach; alth,
Hobbs did distinguish ‘Earth art’ from ‘sculpture’, adding the n'deru
alibi) that ‘in Smithson’s art. . . muddled issues are no

because their indeterminate lack of focus is an essentia
characteristic.”? It is an interesting remark. However,
referred to, Smithson himself writes not of an ‘indetermina
(Hobbs’s phrase), but of something both more compli
interesting still: namely, the ‘indeterminate certainty’ of the site anq the
“determinate uncertainty’ of the nonsite.” Each mirrors the other ina pro,_
ess close to what Hegel referred to in his Science of Logic as the Mutyy]
constitution of ‘determinations of reflection’. Dialectics is at the core of
the transition in Smithson’s practice to the concept of nonsite. Yet there

has been little serious study of the conceptual content of these StTUCtures
and telations within his practice.

1 dlStlngulshmg
in the Passage
telack of £, cug
cated and More

Ontology of materializations: non-site

What is interesting critically about Smithson’s work is the extreme
tension between, on the one hand, the complex rationality or intellec.
tual logic of its construction — that is, its deliberate, staged crossing of
categories (its rranscategorial character) and, on the other, its fina] stag-
ing of determinate breakdowns or meltdowns of categorization in various
different ways, into a state Smithson described as ‘pure perception’
That is to say, the critical importance of Smithson’s work lies in it
contribution to the constitution (and hence the understanding) of what
I'am calling ‘postconceptual’ art. This is not a claim made at the level of
style, medium, movement, or periodization. Smithson was the most
individual of artists, for all his affinities — and passing pragmatic alli-
ances — with various movements of the 1960s: Minimalism, Conceptual
art, and Earthworks or Land art, in particular. Rather, it is a claim made
at the level of the historical ontology of the artwork — its mode of being,
what it most fundamentally is. This critical claim is thus at the same
time a fundamentally historical one. Critical interpretation of Smithson’s
work lends credence to the claim that, critically speaking,
~ rary art’ s postconceptual.

The primary critical significance of Smithson’s ‘mature’ work (from
1964 to 1973, when he was between twenty-six and thirty-five years old)
derives from its location at a crucial juncture in the transformation of
the ontology of the artwork that marks the fundamental historical

‘contempo-

significance of the art of the 1960s: the transition from an ontology of /

mediums (painting, sculpture, architecture, photography, film, video)
to a postconceptual ontology of art in general, and, hence a fundamen-
~ tally zranscategorial practice — in contrast, for example, to the
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For Smithson, non-sites are sites that Fepresen; othetrein;zs; 221}(;1 Slilfensc:;
fectively, that need to represent their own ¢ arac jtes 56
el “The igati f a specific site’, Smithson wrote, (i. .
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its concept. : ‘ .
Smithfon’s Nonsizes stand at the center of the conceptual rad

tion of his practice from 1964 onwards, Which may be periodized into

four main stages: .

1. an immanent cﬁtiqﬁe of the formalist rationality of self-referen-
. tiality: Enantiomorphic Chambers, 1965; Alogon, 1966.
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2. the appropriation of “non-art” architectural and phOtOjOurnaliSt
forms: 4 Web of White Gravel Paths Surrounding Storage Tanks
part of the Dallas—Fort Worth Regional Airport project, 1967; 4
Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey, Artforum, 1967 [Fig,
9] — which appears in Hobbs’s book as a very strange kind of
‘sculpture’ indeed!® ’

3. the 1968 Non-~sites themselves: for example, Fig. 10.

4. the more expansive site constructions and modifications, 196973,
Asphalt Rundown, Rome, 1969; and its sketch, 7000 Tons of
Asphalt, 1969 — a work that is closely related to Spiral Jetry in its
full processual form, in its use of the dump truck as artistic
material.

All four stages were accompanied by an extensive array of Practices
that included drawing, writing, film, and photography, the precise
art-status of the products of which remains in many ways still ambigu-
ous. They can be regarded simultaneously as preparatory materials,
documentation, and constitutive elements of the works themselves. Is
the film Spiral Jetty a separate, independent work, for example? Ts it
primarily documentation of the production of another work —a large
sculpture or ‘Earthwork’ also called Spiral Jetzy? Or is it neither of
these two things? Viewed from the standpoint of a postconceptual
practice, the film Spiral Jerry appears as one element in 2 complex
distribution of artistic materials, across a multiplicity of material
forms and practices, the unity of which constitutes a singular, though
internally multitudinous work. In this case, Spiral Jerty includes both
the film and the configuration of ‘mud, precipitated salt crystals and
rocks that form a coil, 1,500 feet long and 15 feet wide, jutting out in
the water at Rozel Point, in the Great Salt Lake in Utah; as well as the
essay. of the same name, which includes script from the film; and a
variety of related paraphernalia.

From his 1964 “alogical’ three-dimensional realizations of perspec-
tive onwards, Smithson’s is a self-consciously (I would even say

systematically orientated) transcategorial practice.. All of Smithson’s

own categories —and for all his talk agains: categorization, he is prima-
rily involved in the production of new kinds of artwork — are
transcategorial in origin, the products of highly self-conscious concep-
tual crossings. For example:

1. Site-selection (a variant of the readymade): Pine Flat Dam,
Sacramento, in Smithson’s “Towards the Development of an Air

son, Monuments of the Passaic, photographic detail (The Sandbox

Fig. 9: Robert Smith Monumens), 1967

-

.
0
s

il

Fig. 10: Robert Smithson, Mono Lake Nonsite (Cinders Near Black Point), 1963
ig. 10:
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Terminal Site’ essay, for instance: “When it functions 2
will cease being a work of art and become a “utility” .’
of his designation of parked aircraft as temporary bui

2. The magazine work: a crossing of the art or cultural ma
the concept of art—a variant on the assisted readyma
taking the form of fictionalized photojournalism, and intrOducing
one of the main conceptual uses of photography, or useg of
photography within a conceptual (that is to say, a critically, post.
conceptual) art.

3. The non-site: which was actually the productive conceptual effect
of a pun on Smithson’s early anti-formalism: ‘non-sight’ — recog.
ing the museum/gallery as a negation of both “site’ and ‘sight’;
negation of the place outside the gallery viaa negation of the sigh;
of it, in the sense of the view of the place.

4. Related to this is Smithson’s conception of the artist as z4e sight/
site-seer: the artist as tourist — both the one who sees and the wise
man — inscribing itinerary into art as an artistic material, in
manner similar to Douglas Huebler. This has been a massively
influential model.

5. The mirror displacements and hypothetical islands: more variants on
the dialectical logic of the non-site.

S adamp j;
Think g,
ldings.29

gazine with
cle — mail’lly

All these practices exhibit the conceptual logic of the non-site. This
critical primacy of the non-site derives from its recoding of the museum/
gallery space as the location of an essentially abstract cognitive experience,
a non-place. (Hobbs confusingly calls it a ‘nonspace’; confusingly
because it has a distinctive social spatiafity, albeit one quite different
from the space of places). This non-place is produced by specific combi-
nations of representations of the ‘site/sight’ itself: samples of earth,
descriptions, maps and photographs — unified and contained by an
imaginary frame, which is literalized in the non-sites themselves by the
actual framework of the samples: steel containers. Smithson sometimes
used the word ‘non-site’ as if the term referred solely to these contain-
ers, but this is a transitional restriction of the scope of the term to a
passing instantiation, which conceals its conceptual significance.

In Smithson’s own words, from his conversations with Dennis
Wheeler from 1969, his work is ‘a kind of ensemble of different mediums
that are all discrete’, functioning in ‘different degrees of abstraction’.®
(For ‘mediums’ here, something slightly looser would be better, such as
‘sets of artistic materials’.) The painted steel containers, maps, and
photographs, then, are all what he called ‘different kinds of mental and
physical abstraction.” Material, that is sensuously significant, signifiers.

- This is a sense of the materiality of language that is famously

RANSCATEGORIALITY: POSTCONCEPTUAL ART
T
. , .
. od in A Heap of Language (1966), Smithson’s 'preﬁguratnée
¢ ltomlzef what was about to become the idealistic self-misunderstand-
o o ’
B ical 1 art
conceptual art.
. of analytica
ing ©
. ¢ . s
eprual abstraction and ‘pure perception
"

1973, Lawrence Alloway had emphasized the li}'xgt.listic func-
'thso;fs nonsites: “The nonsite . . . acts as the signifier of the

Con

As early a8

fon of Str: modules . . . have turned into maps.” However, it is no;
1 T - - - -

absez'ist a7s he later put it, ‘the relation of Nonsite to Site 1s also that o

fust that,

to the world: [the Nonsite] is a signifier and the Site is t1'1at
fied.”® Rather, this is only the first stage. Th.e re.:ﬂect.lve
..n between them (Smithson’s ‘dialectics’) leads to :che s1gn1ﬁcat1<?n
e _ of the relation of signification itself. This has the crucial
e Sh(fWZ’j-lgnaterialiZing the site in a moment in the dialectic through
eff(?c;o w significations of itare produced, projecting this new status of
?V'hlf bne ond the literal site — which is ultimately itself no more th.an
o 'elyfor the site/non-site dialectic of experience. This effect is rein-
mater(lia nd secured, by the fact that Smithson was interested in changes
forcfl ,saover time., (This is one reason that isolating the s.cu‘lpmral
]:llexsriiits of non-sites is such a mistake.) As Alloway again put it: "As .thle
sites change . . - nonsites take on incr.easingl’};the ch:itracter;)lf @earlr)lcl?:cf
1o dead cities (or hypothetical continents).™ Utopias. In eir ! s g
tion to the status of the hypothetical throu‘gh chang_e, al.l s1te§ ’.econ:.
mental islands, best represented literally as hypc?thetlcal islan: :1 : cont.1;
nental (The Hypothetical Continent of Lemuria, 196.9) olr Aomes ;1
(Floating Island to Travel Around Manhartan, 1970 — Fig. 1 1‘). s Slﬁfcﬁ
they acquire an irresistible ideality —some Woulfi say a virtua lti — W] h
Smithson himself was reluctant to concede; an 1de?11ty that. makes %3233111
ble their subsequent actualizations: /e Hypothetical Continent in Shells

Janguage = =
which is s1gnt

o (Florida, 2001); Floating Island to Travel Around Manhaztan Island. New

York (2005 — Fig. 12). Such actualizations folk?w t3}41e logic of instruction
works — the first genre of conceptual art practice L

From the standpoint of the works’ ideality, t}}e1r %'natenaf ormis
appear as multiple materialiations selected from an mﬁmt‘e set 0 ‘po§:
bleactualizations. These possibilities have the. status of fictzons. Non:;l es..
thus perform a fictionalizing function. It is in the’ posthupous ;ea 1:}211-
tion of ideas depicted in several of .Sm1thson. s dravs'zlr}gs that ke
conceptual aspect of his art is most vi‘s1b1e._ To view S.m1ths}(z_n s VivoF s
from the standpoint of the postconceptual.me:jms to activate this re a1t101r}[
to the conceptual in his art, without reduc1.ng ittoa concep.tl.lallrest1 t. I
isby activating its conceptual aspects that its deepest art-critical and ar
historical significance may be disinterred.
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In another of his conversations with Wheeler, Smithson deSCribed
his thought process in a way that recalls his earlier account of the prolif.
erating collapse of categorization in museums, as follows:

My thoughts are like an avalanche in the mind, in the sense that they
are breaking apart; there’s no information that can’t be collapsed or
broke down, so that it’s not a matter of establishing a perfect
system. There is no perfection in this situation. There is no perfec-
tion in my range, because my thoughts as well as the material that
I'm dealing with are always coming loose, breaking apart and
bleeding at the edges.*

Smithson’s description of his thoughts (‘an avalanche in the mind’)
mirrors quite precisely that of the entropic state of art criticism (the
‘interminable avalanche of categories’), which he had earlier identified
as the cause of the museum’s paralysis. Here, however, and shortly
afterwards in the ‘Spiral Jetty’ essay (first published two years after the
completion of his marking of the site, the so-called ‘earthwork’, in 1972)
— rather than being paralyzing, this entropic state is refigured produc-
tively, even ecstatically, as the structure of artistic experience itself.

- Forall the self-consciously transcategorial construction of the works,
Smithson’s goal is thus ultimately a kind of meltdown of categorializa-
tion, via zranscategorialization — a kind of determinate negation of its
own transcategoriality, in an' immediate apprehension of unity that
dissolves its own conceptuality — not unlike the structure of the specula-
tive experience of the absolute that concludes Hegel’s Phenomenology of
Spiriz. In the words of the ‘Spiral Jetty’ essay:

This site was a rotary that enclosed itself in an immense roundness.
From that gyrating space emerged the possibility of the Spiral Jetty.
No ideas, no concepts, no systems, no structures, no abstractions,
could hold themselves together in the actuality of that evidence. My
dialectics of site and non-site whirled into an indeterminate state,
where solid and liquid lost themselves in each other. .. No sense
wondering about classifications and categories, there were none.®

This looks like the ecstatic empiricism of Lucy Lippard’s approach to
those times. Yet even here, there is no simple elimination of categories,
but a process of internal mutual destruction or dissolution, leading to a

kind of reduction to pure perception of the kind described elsewhere by

Smithson in relation to cinema. “The ultimate film goer’, he writes,
would watch films constantly ‘until the action of each would drownina
vast reservoir of pure perception.”” Smithson’s imagination of the

Fig. 12. Robert Smithson, Floating Island to Travel Around Manhgtmn Island, New York, 2005
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experience of the site of Spiral Jerzy, it turns out
constructed result of his own film. Yet t};is isnotent
cosmological sense, so much as entropy as the pro
auto-destruction of categories (the auto-destruEti

1trlrans.categoncaﬂ determinacies) in which the immediacy of th
ension of unity momentarily dissolves subi " aPpre-

. ject and object al;

fo;1 de.termmacy to reemerge from ‘the reservoir of pulecpzll-::ke’ -Onl,y
re ecnyley enhanced by this moment of immediate unity, like inon ’
itself rising up again out of the Great Salt Lake. ’ e Jetty

> 18 actually 4
TOPY 1n some grand
duct of a dialectical
ve condition of ney
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photographic ontology, infinite exchange

Robert Smithson’s work is emblematic, as well as unique — emblematic
of a fundamental historical shift in art’s mode of being — because the
relationship between its’ conceptual dimension (infinite in its possible
actualizations) and its multiple actual materializations models the onto-
logical structure of postconceptual art. However, the destruction of the
categories of medium, which this art involves, was associated by Smith-
son with access to a “vast reservoir’ not of ideas, but of ‘pure perception” —
» kind of transcendental aesthetic immanent within, and accessible via,
2 cinematic ‘atopia’. ‘Cinema’ stands here for a certain imaginary
Je-realization of art (dissolution into pure perception, pure image)
associated with something like ‘absolute’ experience. Yet cinema and
film (which Smithson did not distinguish in anything more than an
inchoate manner) are historical forms. Film, and chemically based
photography more broadly, was the dominant artistic form of the twen-
fieth century, in relation to which other art practices derived much of
their specific contemporaneities. The migration of Smithson’s work
from its starting point in painting and sculpture, via a specific series of
negations of those categories, towards a generalization of the experi-
ence of film, repeated. this history in nuce. Today, however, in the
context of the technological redundancy of the chemically based photo-
graphic processes upon which the production of moving images once
depended, Smithson’s identification of a certain ‘absolute’ experience
with cinematically exhibited film raises the question of whether the
‘reservoir of pure perception’ — into and out of which, he believed,

artistic ideas and their actualizations dissolve and re-emerge — is not
better associated with the flow of digital imaging. Is digital imaging,
which now pervades all areas of life, a new artistic meta-medium, at
once technologically unifying an otherwise disparate artistic field and
connecting it to life practices? '

This chapter moves from a consideration of the rapidly changing
ontology of the photographic image to a construction of the affinities
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pp- 3]1-50).and a more dialectical reconstruction of Adorno’s dichotomy of
‘autonomous’ and ‘dependent’ art (“Torn Halves and Great Divides: The
Dialectics of a Cultural Dichotomy’, News From Nowhere 7 [Winter 1989],
_ 49-63). Nonetheless, at that point, I did not appreciate the significance
and philosophical productivity of the Benjaminian mediation, the recovery
of which is a condition for the fruitful application of Adornian categories to

art since the 1960s.

78 See Peter ‘Osborne, ‘Philosop
New’, in Theory After “Theory’,
Routledge, 2011, pp. 19-33.

Modernity: Ado

1989, PP- 2348
Principled distinction be

hy After Theory: Transdisciplinarity and the
ed. Derek Attridge and Jane Elliott, London:

Chapter 1: The fiction of the contemporary

1 See Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945 (2005), London:

Vintage, 2010, Part 1.

7 The first art institution to follo
London seems to have been the Boston Museum of Modern Artin the USA,

which became the Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston, in 1948. Butit was
not until the 1960s that the term became more widely used, and even then it
was exceptional. Museu de Arte Contemporanea da Universidade de Sao
Paulo (1963), Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal (1964) and the Museum
of Contemporary Art, Chicago (1967) are early instances, by which time the
contemporary had been around long enough to become an object of museo-
logical attention.
3 Matei Calinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde,
Decadence, Kitsch, Postmodernism, Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
1987, p. 92. Cf. Raymond Williams’s 1987 lecture, “When was Modernism?’,
in The Politics of Modemism: Against the New Conformists, London: Verso,
1989, pp. 31-35, p. 32: “Very quickly . . . “modern” shifts its reference from
“now’” to “just now” or even “then”, and has for some time been a designa-
tion always going into the past with which “contemporary” may be
contrasted for its presentness.” Whilst Calinescu was content to treat pbst—
modernisin descriptively, for Williams it was a ‘new conformism’, a
‘non-historical fixity’ with which we needed to ‘breal’ (p. 35). It is perhaps
symptomatic of the only very recent emergence of ‘contemporary’ as a theo-
retical term that my own 1995 book, The Politics of Time: Modemity and
Avant-Garde (London: Verso, 1995 and 2011) which was dedicated to a
oral compréhension of the latter two categories, in the

w the terminological innovation of theICAin

deepening of the temp
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c?ntext of an attempt to extend theorization
historical time — and was critical of the philoso
T;he postmodern — nonetheless contains no
11?dex entry for, ‘contemporary’.
4 Since 1990, Jameson has co-edited a series fc
! ;Ied;Post—Contemporary Interventions’. ’
eeTerr ith, ¢
- (sum}rrs;:l;}(l),o ;ontemporaryArt and Contemporaneiry’ Crizs
Comem 7 Qu,esz};). ’68.1—707;' and Terry Smith, ‘Int;odu Zclelnquz'ty
PomempOTaLY ion’ in ‘Anzmomz'es of Art and Culyyre. o The
ty, Contemporaneity, ed. Terry S e

Nancy C mith, Okwuj
y Condee, Durham, NC: Duke University 7Press 21042)25;1 "
? 5 P

along wi .

y thf V(»f:lth the essays in Part | of that collection; Giorgio A

Stanfo dozfemporary.; , in his What is an Apparatus? an famben, Whay

orp e Stanford University Press, 2009, pp 3950 ol mr T

A Oitemporary: A New Idea? ' in Aestherics and Co +John Raj Chman’

rmen Avanessian and L : :

pp. 12544, ukev Skrebowski, Berlin: Ster

6 In this respect, there seems to be somethin

insights of Hei ’s criti
e tiinst? He1d,eggers critique of the ‘ordinary’ time consci
e - 1mene.ss and Fabian’s critique of anthropology’s dch).usness of
r . . e
ooe u,a e'specnvely. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time 1927y e
]Ohacjl rrie a;r‘ld de‘vard Robinson, Oxford: Blackwell, 197 Sy
Jona ;eskF 1an, Time and the Other: EHow Anz/zropolog’y Ma/\z PP: o
. . . o & .
oy ork: (.Z‘olumbla University Press, 1983, pp- 156-65. Cf. o e
0. z‘zzcs of Z"zmg, Pp- 62-8, 17 and 28. o Osbome, The
; gahnescu, Five Faces of Modernizy, p- 362, note 119
Meozg Lukics, The Meaning of Contemporary Reczli:.m (1957
. ander, London: Merlin Press, 2006 >
Previously, the period a : ‘
a ppeared only through iplici
o : ; gh a multiplicity of mo icu-
Py ::m;;ts, as 1ndLuc1e Edward-Smith’s Movemenzs of Art ;jnizn;gz
: I'hames and Hudson, 1969), for exa
imes R mple, which is sti iodi
" ?fll}; updagei in this form. It is currently in its ﬁft}I: editio;c 2(1)80 IS i pertod
-1. Peter Osborne, “Yardsticks: When Wi ’ .
: ( 3 : Will the P ’i
¢ . n e Postwar End?
Gozlme Wilson: Tempo Suspendo/Suspending Time Galicin S e
0 ; e;go de Arte Contemporinea, 2011, pp- 33-39 ’ >
o t; zr;cfim;rll; exhibitions here were the 1936 Cubism and Abstract Art sh
3 . . rt
red H. Barr’s famous stylistic flowchart on the cover of thesc:t:r,

logue, terminating in i
» terminating in just two streams (¢

ms (‘Ge ical’
Abstract Art), o 1ol

£ exicrans
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pain: Centro
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and th an eometrical
ance of the EurOPeanii?i?t}ilZ?ls(Sholv'v of 1938. The claim for the US inherit-
explicit in Clem
was, of course, not just a national claim. but 2 :: t Greenberg, for example)
el

. : . _ ider ideologi
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Modemn Art: Abstract Expressionism, Freedom, and the Cold War (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1983).
he critical history of the lineages of negation at work here,

an outline of t
[ Art, London: Phaidon,

12 ¥or \
‘Survey’ essay in Peter Osborne, Conceptua

see the
2002, pP- 12-51.

13 See below, pp- 46-53.
14 See Thomas Crow, The Rise of the Sixties: American and European Art in the

Era of Dissent 1955-69, London: Everyman Art Library, 1996.

15 The origins of this victory date back to a different 9/11’, 11 September
1973: the assassination of salvador Allende, the socialist president of Chile,
and the delivery of the Chilean economy to the so-called ‘Chicago Boys’ —
the group of neo-liberal economists gathered around Milton Friedman at the
University of Chicago. See David Harvey, 4 Brief History of Neo-Liberalism,
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005.

16 For the effects inan expanded Europe, see Barbara Vanderlinden and Elena
Filipovic (eds), The Manifesta Decade: Debates on Contemporary Art
[Exhibitions and Biennals in Post-Wall Europe, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
2005..For a documentation of post-"89 Eastern European art, see IRWIN

(ed.), East Art Map: Contemporary _4rt and Eastern Europe, London: Afterall

Books, 2006.

17 Peter Biirger, Theory of the Avan-
University of Minnesota Press, 1984.

18 See “Transnationalization: Art Industry’, below, pp. 162-8.

19 “I call a concept problematic that contains no contradiction but that is also, as
abounds for given concepts, connected to cognitions, the objective reality of
which can in no way be cognized . . . we have an understanding that extends
farther than sensibility problematically . . Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure
Reason, trans. Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997, A254-55/B310. See also ibid., A310-38/ B366-96.

20 Tbid., AG81/B709, A771/B800, A646—7/B674=5. Cf. Peter Osborne, ‘On
Comparability: Kant and the Possibility of Comparative Studies’, boundary
232: 2 (2005), special issue, ‘Problems of Comparability/Possibilities of

Comparative Study’, eds Harry Harootunian and Hyun Ok Park, pp. 1-20.
21 Temporality, Heidegger argued, ‘has the unity of a future which makes

present in the process of having been.” Martin Heidegger, Being and Time

(1927), trans: John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson, Oxford: Blackwell,

1962, p. 374.
22 “Only an essentially futural being . . . that is free for its death and can let

itself be thrown back upon its factical “there” . . . can, by handing down to
itself the possibility it has inherited, take over its own throwness and be in
the moment of vision for “its time”.’ Tbid., p. 437, translation amended.

23 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, AA17/B445n.
24 See Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, Volume 3, trans. Kathleen Blamey

Garde, trans. Michael Shaw, Minneapolis:
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and David Pellauer, Chicago: University of Chj
ISection 2,l ‘Poetics of Narrative: History, ;
nterestingly, despite the volume of his writ , i
nowhere thematizes the concept of t}}]:: erft:enrfs 211:1 o poadbisto
belatedly, in his final major book, that he offe bt ped i
sion of (necessarily, ‘our’) modernity. Pa
Forgerting, trans. Kathleen Blamey and Davi
of Chicago Press, 2004, pp. 305-14.
25 Cf. Boris Groys, “The Topology of Contem
and Culture, ed. Smith et al., pp. 71-80, 75. ’
26 A c%ysto‘pian vision of the consequences of this acceleration i
main thing offered by the writings of Paul Virilio, Se e s, he

Virilio: Theorist for an Accelerated C ¢ Steve Redhead P,
wlture; Edi ST s £aul
Press, 2004. “ Edinburgh: Edinburgh Universiry

280 Press, 19

. 38, p
Fiction, Time ) -an
] Tlme s

: S ont
rs a brief, byt importa o

ul Ricoeur, History,
2

d Pellauer, Chicago- Memo,y,

University

orar i ;
Yy Art’, in Antinomieg of dr

27 SITxith, ‘Contemporary Art and Contemporaneity’, p. 703
28 Michael Fried, ‘Art and Objecthood’ (1967), in A,rf ;znd bé' j
and Reviews, Chicago: University of Chicag,o Press, 1998 iy .
the. theological character of the photographic ima’ge in’lg.lég. s
P/?zlosop/zy zn Cultural Theory, Ch. 2, ‘Sign and Image’ Fier Osbome
‘29 Miguel Angel Hernindez-N avarro, ‘Presentac.ion
Te:mporafles’, in Heterocronias: Tiempo, Arte y Arqueolo z"
Miguel Angel Hernandez-Navarro, Murcia, Spain: CﬁgNa];
9—1‘6. A,gamben attributes the proposition “The contemporary :
untimely’ - which he affirms —to Roland Barthes, in his notespto hlizll i
“ :1; ;hefiol:fe‘dle Fran‘ce. Agan?ben, “What is the Contemporary?”’, p.e Zgilres
Di‘;a”iw oan;p e, .Lu1s Ca'mmtzer, Conceprualism in Latin American Ar.
: iberazion, Aqstm: Texas University Press, 2007, which .
anew history of conceptual art based on a di , 7 et
origins. This is not — not

Antagonismos
del Presenze, ed.
EAC, 2008, Pp-

splacement of its geographi
: phical
note — a peripheral supplement to an existing hi
: : isting histo
but a new history premised on the centrality of a particular ‘pegripher?lfz
; m.oment. For Camnitzer, ‘Latin America’ is itself a utopian idea
; ; Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, p- 305. .
SH\IV:" f;g;l, Pﬁenlomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller, Oxford: Oxford
versity Press, 1977, p. 110. Cf. Peter Osh 7‘ :
: P , . Cf. orne, ‘Modernism and
Philosophy’, in Oxford Handbook of Modemnisms, ed. Peter Brooker et al
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010, pp. 383409, 397. ’

1. between the COHeCthe O ationa. Iy ()i a C()Ilcept
33 IOI dle dlSt nction '
( 1. l) un

and a “distributive’ (or empiri i 17
e (or empirical) unity, see Kant, Critigue of Pure Reason,
34 Eri
Egr;ci }Ifzb;bawn, The Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century, 1974
. , Michael Joesph, London, 1994; Giovanni Arrighi, The Long Twentieth
(zzzsug; ]Zoney, Power, and the Origins of Our T: tmes, London: Verso, 1994
. . ’
' ed., 2009) and Adam Smith in Bezjing: Lineages of the Twenty-First

PP. 99245,
T%; Ricoeqy
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Contirys London: Verso, 2007; Andre Gunder Frank, ReOrient: Global

Economy in the Asian Age, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998.

35 See, for example, William, I. Robinson, 4 Theory of Global Capiralism:
Production, Class and State in @ Transnational World, Baltimore, MD: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2004; Saskia Sassen, 4 Sociology of Globalization,
New York: Norton, 2007; and Saskia Sassen, Terrizory, Authority, Rights:
From Medieval to Global Assemblages, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2008.

36 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Death of a Discipline, New York: Columbia
University Press, 2003,pp.3 and 15;in the first instance, citing Toby Alice Volkman,
Crossing Borders: Revitalizing Area Studies, Ford Foundation, New York, 1999, p. ix.

37 Thid., p- 16
38 See pp. 162-8.

39 Seepp- 129-31.
40 Initially dated ‘© 2005’, the work was first shown in the Anthony Reynolds

Gallery, London, at the end of 2004 — giving the impression.of its having
arrived from the future. The precise form of individual works, the attribu-
tion of dates and the designation of the artist frequently shifts as the fictional
Group’s oeuvre develops, refusing the fixity conventionally associated with
the notion of ‘a’ work.
41 The Atlas Group and Walid Raad, ‘Notebook, Volume 38 in The Atlas
Group, Volume 1, The Truth Will Be Known When the Last Witness Is Dead:
Documents from the Fakhouri File in the Atlas Group Archive, Koln: Walther
Kénig; Noisy-le-Sec: La Galerie de Noisy-le-Sec; Aubervilliers: Les
Laboratoires d’ Aubervilliers, 2004, pp. 57-77. A version of this volume of
the Notebooks was first published in the US magazine Grand Street in 2003.
42 The Atlas Group and Walid Raad, The Atlas Group, Volume 2, My Neck Is
Thinner Than o Hair: Documents from the Atlas Group Archive, Koln: Walther
Kénig; Toronto: Art Gallery of York University; Liverpool: FACT
(Foundation for Art and Creative Technology), 2005. The ‘document title’
of the mixed media file, My Neck Is Thinner Than a Har, Was altered in the
presentation of the Archive at the outset of this volume. It no longer appears
as A History of Car Bombs in the Lebanese Wars, Volumes 1-245, but instead
as Volume 1 (3641) 21 January 1986. It is accompanied by a reference to an
additional file of photographs. . N
43 For the political significance of the car bomb, more generally, see Mike
Davis, Buda’s Wagon: A Brief History of the Car Bomb, London: Verso, 2007.

44 Walid Raad, Scratchings on Things I Could Disavow: Some Essays from The
Atlas Group Project, Koln: Walther Konig; Lisbon: Culturgest, 2007, p. 6.

45 1bid., p. 126. ' :

46 Michel Foucault, ‘What is an Author?” (1969), in Textual Strategies:
Perspectives in Poss-Structuralist Criticism, ed. Josué V. Harari, Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1979, pp. 14160, 158.
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47 See, for example, Blake Stimson and Gregory Sholette (eds), Collecriy;,
After Modernism: The Art of Social Imagination After 7945, Minneapoli”-l
University of Minnesota Press, 2007. .

48 Luther Blissett, Q (2000), trans. Shaun Whiteside, London:
2003; Wu Ming, 54 (2002), trans. Shaun Whiteside, London: Arroyw, Books
2006; and Wu Ming, Manituana (2007), trans. Shaun Whiteside, Longq,

Verso, 2009. Luther Blissett and Wu Ming are pseudonyms used by the same
group of Italian writers.

49 Foucault, “What is an Author?, p. 160.

Heinem,

Chapter 2: Art beyond aesthetics

1 See Charles Harrison, ‘Conceptual Artand the Suppression of the Beholdep
in Essays on Art and Language, Oxford: Blackwell, 1991, pp- 29-62; and,
‘Conceptual Art and its Criticism’ and ‘Painting and the Death of the
Spectator’, in Conceptual At and Painting: Further Essays on 4 and
Language, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001, pp. 3548 and 17191,

2 For two canonical instances of the game, see G

riselda Pollock, 4vans- Garde
Gambits, 1888—1893: Gender and the Colour of.

Art History, London: Thameg
and Hudson, 1992; and Thierry de Duve, ‘Give

n the Richard Mutt Case’, in
Kant After Duchamp, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996, pp. 89-143. T
avant-garde dialectic of institutional transformation exceeds the
contrast between anti-institutional (historical’) and institution
avant-gardes in Peter Biirger’s Theory of the Avant-Garde (1974), since it
involves the transformation of the social-space of the art i

nstitution ~ for
more on which, see Chapter 6, below. In the case of the f;

amous ‘gang of
four’ of early_conceptual art (Joseph Kosuth, Lawrence Weiner, Robert
Barry and Douglas Huebler),

it was their gallerist and dealer, Seth Siegelaub,
who was the agent of an alternative market-led institutionalization. See,
Alexander Alberro, Conceptual Art and the

Politics of Publicizy, Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 2003.

simplistic
al (neo-)

3 Tusetheterm ‘ontology’ here quite generally to refer to any discourse about

- forms and modes of being. That is to say, I do not acce
restrictions imposed by either classical metaphysical, subst.
ogy or the early Heidegger’s use of the term, which would distinguish in
principle between Being (Ses) as the objectof a.

“fundamental’ ontology and [
the merely ‘ontic’ status of beings or entities (S

|
eiendes). Rather, as a matter !
of philosophical principle, T take all ontology

to be Aistorical ontology,
although some things are more historical — more radically subject to time —
than others. In this respect, ontology is an ineliminable aspect of philosophical
discourse, however critical, dialectical, historical or ‘contextual’ that
discourse purports to be. '

" 4 Friedrich Schlegel,

pt the conceptual
ance-based ontol-

Philosophical Fragments, trans. Peter Firchow,
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iversi i ress, 1991, p. 5; ‘““Athendums”-
Minneapdi’sél%rél)vei;szt;rth:iéil:frzr’ie;z:mznze z;nd ana’efe Schriften, Stuttgart:
Fragmente , {
Reclam, o 72—' :zdie of Pure Reason, trans. Paul Guyer and Al.lén ZV
’ immanse Kan?:i n (giambridge University Press, 1997, AZl; Kritik ; er
woOd’VCm::r]zj_f;1 \%Si 3 of Werkausgabe, ed. Wilhelm Weischedel, Frankfurt
reinen Vernunjt, .
m Mo SuhrkanCl'P?tilZ::f the Power of Judgment, trans. Allan Woc.)c‘l a;ld
O rrlanrid e: Cambridge University Press, 2000; Krizik der
- Matthewsal Cl?) of Wfr/;aus'gaée, ed. Wilhelm Weischedel, Frankfurt am
e s 1974. The precursor of this integration Was,‘of f:(?urfe,
e ter; However, Baumgarten’s immediately (intuitively)
Alexar?der Bau'mgarf a;asthetic as a discourse on taste failteé to r?sonate
B Ve?SI}?tneith century, mainly because of Kant's decisive epistemo-
bey‘ond t}}e' e‘i o(; the dogmatism of its scientific status. e
oges leq:il 1787) edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant ha alr S}i
' in thzstzc:;lncide the struggle over usage. He am;nded the fo:;r:c;ze :Za?:;e
- ‘it i i jther . . .to desist. . . or
o Ior'suggeStlﬂu'lt lt;;i";:ﬁ:; ZZZ aestherics partly in a tramcender;x‘tal
o y'm/z o atwePPO]' aftly in a psychological meaning.’ A21/B36. Ita'1cs
e ?iwn . in th,epsecond (B) edition. However, here, the conces;ﬁln
tenre e adlmon atic. in the face of the continuing prevalence 0 By e
e, No Pr‘air;l e,of taste’ is still at this point associated here wi a;
ey usage.'Ncl)’te' a:herq‘;lan a ‘transcendental’, meaning; its' t.ranscenden;a
‘PSYC}}OIOgl_??b’ 'rn restricted to the a priori forms of intuition — name 3:;
e ei( gnt.’s innovation in the Critigue of Judgement-Power v;fasu
e e dental meaning for ‘aesthetic’ as the namf: .for a logically
o i;e:, otfr?trll;;(zrrlnenf: purely ‘reflective’ or ‘indeterminate ]udgementj
new typ
A iti ifies this argument in two ways: he
i he second edition, Kant qualifies t gums e
’ Ibld.' o laim about the merely empirical sources of the cri .
quahf'ie's . C;um rces as only the ‘most prominent’ (vornehmsten) ones;
defic;lbmfalsi?lces :1:: claim about them never being able to se;:v.e a:na ::;r:ici?
ks By descril ‘ inate’ (bestimmten); 10 -
e oo Sutf;lr:;sczso(fie;e;rj::i;e i(ndeterminate judgﬁment,
Pﬁolrll 'Oft]f;c:.1 in:;rril Zeof;ceptual innovation of the third Crizique (Critique of
which is
B 7o i ; Kritik
10 Zj\:t,R Ce:';;:e ‘of t?ze Power of Judgment, pp. 184, 228, emphasis édded, K
der Urteils/c'rc‘zf’ Pg'l-lzzgc,el%z?.Aesthetics: New Respons'es' to K.ant2 Ogr;;i
! I;arl i::liesl;’s,BulZetin of the Hegel Society of Great Britain 45/46 ( ,
oma ). :
pp. 72-92.
12 Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 1.
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13 Novalis, Fichte Studies (1795—6), trans. Jane Kneller, Cambridge: Campy;
University Press, 2003. ridge

14 Kant, Critigue of Pure Reason, B152—6. Cf. Martin Heidegger, Kan: and
Problem of Metaphysics (1929), trans. Richard Taft, Bloomington It;Le
University of Indiana Press, 1990, pp. 129-33. > 1N

15 This is Kant’s materialism — the aesthetic consequence of his ‘Refitati
Idealism’. See ibid., B274-9. fonof

16 Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, $16, pp. 114-7.

17 This is an ironic reversal of Schlegel’s rendering ironic of Kant’s com 1ai
against Baumgarten’s usage: a prime example of ‘the irony of ironp’alflt
Schlegel’s own terms. r

18 Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, p. 185, emphasis added.

19 Andrew Bowie, Aesthetics and Subjectivity: From Kant to Nies sch
Manchester: Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1990, 2003-{] I\Z,
Bernstein, The Fate of Art: Aesthetic Alienation from Kant to .Derria;a am{
Adorno, University Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 1992.

20 ‘Introduction’, in J.M. Bernstein (ed.), Classical and Romantic German
Aesthetics, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003, pp. xviii—xxii,

21" See in particular, the 1977 collection desthetics and Politics, London: Verso
2010; and more recently, Jacques, Ranciére, Lesthetics and Politics. ’

22 Novalis, Schrifien, Vol. 3, Stuttgart: Kolhammer, 1960, p- 685, number 671;
cited in Manfred Frank, The Philosophical Foundations of Early Germar:
Romanticism, trans. Elizabeth Milldn-Zaibert, New York: SUNY Press
2004, pp. 53, 164. Lyotard seems to derive his notion of the ‘presentation of’
the unpresentable’ directly from Kant’s notion of the aesthetic Idea as a pres-
entation of the ‘undefinable’ (das Unnennbare). Jean-F: rangois Lyotard,

Lessons on the Analytic of the Sublime (1991), trans. Elizabeth Rottenberg
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994, p. 65. It is in the notion of,
aesthetic art as a presentation of ‘aesthetic Ideas’ that Kant comes closest to
a philosophical concept of the artwork.

23 Adorno, desthetic Theory, pp. 225-8. For Hegel’s interpretation of
Romanticism, see Hegel's desthetics: Lectures on Fine Arz, Vol. 1, pp. 517—611.
From Hegel’s point of view, this is a philosophical critigue, from the stand-
point of the absolute knowing. From our point of view, however, it is more
simply a philosophical depiction of artistic modernity. The failure of Hegel’s
standpoint derives from his failure to conceive forms of ‘absolute spirit’

(religion, art, philosophy — cultural forms of self-consciousness of the

whole) as themselves parts of objective spirit (world history).

24 Walter Benjamin, ‘The Concept of [Art] Criticismin German Romanticism’
(1920), in Selected Writings, Volume 1, 7913-7926, Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1996, pp. 116-200; Frank, The Philosophical
Foundations of Early German Romanticism (1997); Frederick C. Beiser, The

_ Romantic Imperative: The Concept of Early German Romanticism,

NOTES TO PAGES 45 TO 49

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003; Elizabeth Millén-

Zaibert, Friedrich Schlegel and the Emergence of Romantic Philosophy, New
York: SUNY Press, 2007. The most important texts from the intervening
years are: Maurice Blanchot, “The Athenaeum’, in The Infinite Conversation
(1969), trans. Susan Hanson, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1993, pp- 351-9; Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, The
Literary Absolute: The Theory of Literature in German Romanticism (1978),
trans. Philip Barnard and Cheryl Lester, New York: State University of
New York Press, 1988. h

25 August Schlegel, “Lectures on Aesthetics’, in Theory as Practice: 4 Critical
Anthology of Early German Romantic Writings, ed. Jochen Schulte-Sasse et
al., Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997, p. 197.

26 F.W.J. Schelling, System of Transcendental Idealism (1800), trans. Peter Heath,
Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1978, Part VI, pp. 219-33.

27 Friedrich Schlegel, Philosophical Fragments, trans. Peter Firchow,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991, p. 32; de Duve, Kan:
After Duchamp, pp. 51, 194, 205-79.

28 David Summers, The Judgement of Sense: Renaissance Naturalism and the
Rise of Aesthetics, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987.

29 Richard Wollheim, Painting as an Art, London: Thames and Hudson, 1987.
More philosophically, see Maurice Merleau-Ponty, ‘Cézanne’s Doubt’ and
‘Eye and Mind’ in The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader: Philosophy and
Painting, ed. Galen A. Johnson, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University
Press, 1993, pp. 3—13 and 59—75, and Mikel Dufrenne, Zhe Phenomenology of
Aesthetic Experience (1967), trans. Edward S. Casey, Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press, 1973.
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Post-Studio Art’, in Robert Smithson, Los Angeles: Museum of Co ey and
Art; Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004, pp 224—4t18temporary
Claire Doherty (ed.), Contemporary Art from Szudz'o,to g;'itu on, e also
Black Dog Publishing, 2004. e
15 Cf. Hal Foster, ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’, in The Retum of th
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996, pp- 171-203. ¥ fhe Rl
16 This is by no means the only allusion to Hitchcock’s film within Sm; g
work, but it is certainly the most striking. mithson’
17 Cooke, ‘A Position of Elsewhere’, Pp- 53 and 69.
18 Adorno, desthetic Theory, p. 220:
19 Mic}.lael Frigd, ‘Art and Objecthood’, in Ars and Oéject/zood- Es,
Reviews, Chicago: Chicago Univérsity Press, 1998, pp. 148—72' e
20 Immanuel Kant, ‘Critique of the Aesthetic Power of ]udgmen.t’ in Crizi,
of the Power of Judgment, section 16, pp. 114—16; Duve, Kanz Aﬁe;D ;Zm?”e
For a comparison of the logical structure of Adorno az’ld Duve’s ver uii‘;t{n "
ent nominalisms, see this volume, pp- 82-5. v
21 See Lucy Lippard, ‘Escape Attempts’, in Reconsidering the Object of drt:
79651975, ed. Anne Goldstein and Anne Rorimer, Los AngeleJS' Muse .
;)f Cont.emporar)‘r Art, 1996, pp. 16-40. Robert Smithson, ‘Outlin‘e for Yi;:
L;:;:;::l; ?;ggirlxst Absolute Categories’, in Robert Smithson: The Collected
22 “Smithson’
?:):};:‘rz;]‘)];;,' Smithson’s Unresolvable Dialectics’, in Robert Smithson:
23 Rol?e'rt Smithson, “The Spiral Jetty’ (1972), in Robert Smithson: The Collected
erztmgs, p- 152, note 1. This opposition of ‘indeterminate certainty’ to
: a’ejtefmmale uncertainty’ is number five of ten that Smithson lists under the
heading ’Dialectic of Site and Nonsite’.
24 Robert Smithson, ‘A Cinematic Atopia’ (1971), in Roberr Smithson: Th
Collected Writings, p. 141. , o
25 See 9sborne, ‘Conceptual Art and/as Philosophy’, pp- 47—65. Smithson
considered Conceptual art (in the capitalized sense) a neo-idealist ‘escape
from physicality’. ““Well, in Nature You Can Fall off Cliffs™: Foir
.Conversations Between Dennis Wheeler and Robert Smithson (1969/1970)’
in Robert ‘Smiz/zson Unearthed: Drawings, Collages, Writings, ed Eugen;
~ Tsai, New York: Columbia University Press, 1991, p. 103. o
26 See pp. 46-51. ' o
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77 Smithson; “Towards the Development of an Air Terminal Site’, p. 60.
18 Uncomfortable with the ‘tour’ element, Hobbs goes so far as to reduce the

title of the work to “Monuments of Passaic’. Hobbs, ed., Robert Smithson:

Sculpture, p. 88, ff.

29 Smithson, “Towards the Development of an Air Terminal Site’, pp. 53 and

58.

30 Smithosn, ‘Four Conversations’, p. 104.
31 Lawrence Alloway, ‘Robert Smithson’s Development’, in Topics in American

Art Since 1945, p. 225.
37 Lawrence Alloway, ‘Sites/ Nonsites’, in Robert Smithson: Sculpture, p. 42.
33 Alloway, ‘Robert Smithson’s Development’, p. 228.
34 See Peter Osborne, ‘Survey’, in Conceptual Art, ed. Peter Osborne, London:

Phaidon, 2002, pp. 19-23.

35 Smithson, ‘Four Conversations’, p. 99; emphasis added.

36 Robert Smithson, “The Spiral Jetty’, in Robert Smithson: The Collected
Writings, p- 146. .

37 Smithson, ‘A Cinematic Atopia’, p. 141.

Chapter 5: Photographic ontology, infinite exchange

| Benedict Anderson, Jmagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism, London: Verso, 1983, ch. 2 and 3.

2 Régis Debray, Media Manifestos: On the Technological Transmission of
Cultural Forms, trans. Eric Rauth, London: Verso, 1996, p. 155.

3 See Sarah Kember, ‘New Imaging Technologies in Medicine and Law’, in
Virtual Anxiety: Photography, New Technologies and Subjectiviy, Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1998, pp. 17-36. '

4 Thid., pp. 141-2 — emphases added. One might reasonably be sceptical of
Debray’s claim that television lacks the ‘reality effect’ possessed by film;
especially when, in his discussion of digital remixing, he describes the onto-
logical “inversion’ involved in terms of the replacement of the criterion of
‘anteriority’ by that of ‘actuality’. For what counts visually as ‘actuality” here
is thoroughly permeated by photographic norms themselves. One need only
think of the role of faux-amateur techniques (all that handheld camera) in

contemporary televisual and filmic realism alike. -

5 André Bazin, “The Ontology of the Photographic Image’ (1945), in his
What Is Cinema?, Vol. 1, trans. Hugh Gray, Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1967, p: 14; Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on
Photography (1980), trans. Richard Howard, London: Fontana, 1984, pp. 91,
96; Pierre Bourdieu et al., Photography: A Middle-Brow Art (1965), trans.
Shaun Whiteside, Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1990, Ch. 1.

6 See Osborne, ‘Sign and Image’, in Philosophy in Cultural Theory, pp- 20-52;
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