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Preface

i

Formless: A User’s Guide has been in germination since the early
1980s, when it became clear to its authors that certain artistic
practices with which Georges Bataille’s name had never been asso-
ciated — the sculpture of Alberto Giacometti from the late 1920s
and early 1930s on the one hand and the repertory of surrealist pho-
tography on the other —could only be characterized adequately
through the operations of Bataille’s informe.! Thereafter the oper-
ational, performative “force” of the “formless” revealed itself as
necessary to the understanding of other practices: a significant but
overlooked part of the work of Lucio Fontana, for example, or the
reception of Jackson Pollock in the 1960s, whether that be enacted
via Andy Warhol’s Dance Diagrams, Cy Twombly’s graffiti, Robert
Morris’s felt pieces, or Ed Ruscha’s Liquid Words.?

As this field of relevance began to grow, it became clear to us
that an exhibition bringing together the various effects of this form-
less impulse could itself have a kind of operational force, since it
could not only demonstrate the power of the conceptual tool, but
would also pick apart certain categories that seemed to us increas-
ingly useless — even as they had become increasingly contentious —
namely, “form” and “content.” The only cultural institution to wel-
come our project, the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris, was in
the process of inaugurating a series of “signed” exhibitions. Evinc-
ing the belief that modernism itself has meant that exhibitions,
even the most neutral sounding ones, like monographic overviews
(a one-person retrospective, the presentation of clearly established
movements), always take a position, are always driven by argument,
the Centre Pompidou decided to stage these “arguments” and allow
their authors to be clearly seen.

Thus it was that the catalogue for this exhibition — L’Informe:
Mode d’emploi, May 21 to August 26, 1996 — was conceived from
the outset as a book with a coherent proposition to develop, not



only about modern art’s past (the onset of the formless within mod-
ernist practice: Arp, Duchamp, Picasso), but also modern art’s con-
temporary reception (the repression of certain careers or certain
parts of famous oeuvres) and even, possibly, modern art’s future.
For having asked us to make this “book” and the exhibition that
supported it, we are extremely grateful to Frangois Barré, then the
president of the Centre Pompidou, and Daniel Soutif, its director
of cultural development. The exhibition itself could not have taken
place without Germain Viatte, the director of the Musée National
d’Art Moderne, Isabelle Monod-Fontaine, chief curator and gen-
erous collaborator, and Sara Renaud, our extraordinary assistant. The
original catalogue, brilliantly designed by Susannah Shannon and
Jérome Saint-Loubert Bié, recorded the exhibition itself.

But the “argument” concerning formlessness —its history and
its destiny —is not tied to an exhibition, however exhilarating.
Thus we are extremely gratéful to Zone’s editors, Jonathan Crary,
Michel Feher, Sanford Kwinter, and Ramona Naddaff, for the op-
portunity to transpose our proposition to boek form, where the
contours of our’discussion take on, we hope, greater independence
and definition. For the design of this new vehicle we are indebted
to Bruce Mau and, for its editing, to Meighan Gale and Don
McMahon. To this entire new team we extend our deepest thanks.
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Figure 1.

Jean Dubuffet,
Olympia, 1950.

Qil on canvas,

35 x 45% inches.

© 1997 ARS, New York /
ADAGP, Paris.



The Use Value of “Formless”

Yve-Alain Bois

Perhaps Edouard Manet’s Olympia is not the “first” modernist paint-
ing, that honor having been customarily reserved for his Déjeuner
sur I’herbe. But, as Georges Bataille writes, it is at least “the first
masterpiece before which the crowd fairly lost all control of itself,”
and this unprecedented scandal would henceforth give it the impact
of a radical break.!

As Frangoise Cachin points out in her essay on Olympia included
in the catalogue to the 1983 Manet retrospective in Paris and New
York, “the prevailing reactions to this painting have always been
of two kinds. The formal reaction responds to technical, painterly
values, the novelties they offer, the pleasures they afford.... The
other reaction, widely represented by the critics of the day, in hor-
ror or derision, emphasizes subject matter.”? The first reading was
articulated in 1867, by Emile Zola: “For you, a picture is but an
opportunity for analysis. You wanted a nude, and you took Olympia,
the first to come along; you wanted bright luminous patches, and
the bouquet served; you wanted black patches, and you added a
black woman and a black cat.”3 This was not the first time that
such a stance had been defended (Zola’s argument repeats, more
or less, Charles Baudelaire’s position four years earlier in relation
to Eugéne Delacroix), but it was the first time it was credible. It
remained so for a long time, and in certain respects it still is; it is
the reading that makes Manet “the first modernist painter.* The
other reading is iconographic: with reason, it criticizes the myo-
pia of a Clement Greenberg seeing nothing in Manet’s canvases but
“the frankness with which they declare the flat surfaces on which
they were painted,” and above all it ponders the identity of the
motif itself (luxury courtesan or two-bit streetwalker?) and its
sources (from Titian and Goya to pornographic photography).

Whether form or content — the old metaphysical opposition
seems almost unavoidable in the literature about Manet and about
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INTRODUCTION

Olympia in particular. There are exceptions, but they are generally
ignored by specialists.® On the whole, Cachin’s succinct account-
ing is all too true.

There is a strange integer in this accounting, however: Bataille
is put on the formalist side of the ledger, among those who privi-
lege the painterly aspect of the work. At first glance, this is not
surprising, given that Btaille repeats the phrase about “the crisis of
subject matter” more than once: Manet tightens the noose around
eloquence; reduces painting to silence; erases the text that under-
girds it, by taking the subject as nothing but “the mere pretext for
the painting itself”¢ However, on closer inspection, it is not exactly
Bataille who is speaking here, but rather André Malraux, whom
he paraphrases after having quoted him with regard to Manet’s The
Execution of Maximilian (1868-69). (Malraux had quipped that
Manet’s canvas “is Goya’s Shootings of May Third [1812] minus
what the latter picture signifies."”) Bataille seems to agree, but he
adds his own twist:

On the face of it death, coldly, methodically, dealt out by a firing
squad, precludes an indifferent treatment; such a subject is nothing
if not charged with meaning for each one of us. But Manet approaches
it with an almost ‘ga“ous indifference that the spectator, surprisingly
enough, shares to the full. Maximilian reminds us of a tooth deadened
by novocain.... Manet posed some of his models in the attitude of
dying, some in the attitude of killing, but all more or less casually, as
if they were about to “buy a bunch of radishes."
The “tooth deadened by novocain,” “a bunch of radishes” —noth-
ing could be more trivial. Bataille conceives of the semantic defla-
tion of the picture as less a simple absence than as a violence, a
desublimatory act of aggression (even though he does not men-
tion Manet’s often declared disgust for history painting, the most
“noble” genre of the time). The analysis of this picture comes in
Bataille’s text before that of Olympia, to which he devotes an entire
chapter, but the tone is already established: Manet’s indifference
is not a simple retreat into the ivory tower of “purely formal exper-
iment,” it is an attack.

“Olympia is the negation of ... mythical Olympus,” Bataille
declared.® But this is so not only because Manet flouts the deco-
rum of Titian’s Venus of Urbino (a low blow that, as T.]. Clark points
out, went practically unnoticed at the time), nor because Manet
painted a woman who is obviously a prostitute (the theme of the
courtesan, even naked, Clark again remarks, was not absent from
Pompier paintin, ).1° Furthermore, Bataille is severely critical of Paul
Valéry's g")‘\l'm%%s phrases about “the ultimate in impurity” and the
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THE USE VALUE OF FORMLESS

“bestial Vestal to absolute nudity” that cast the character of Olympia
as a pure type, the ideal representative of an established genre. If
the Olympia caused a scandal, Bataille argues, it was because by
means of it Manet refused the various ideological and formal codes
regulating the depiction of the nude, whether erotic, mythologi-
cal, or even realistic (Courbet didn’t like it). Manet’s subject is not
located “anywhere,” Bataille says, “neither in the drab world of nat-
uralistic prose nor in that, typified by Couture, of absurd academic
fictions”; and it is in this rootlessness, far from Valéry’s clichés,
that Olympid’s particularity is to be found (and thus the inadmis-
sible, because undecipherable, quality of its sexuality)."

For Bataille it is this uprooting, which he also calls a slippage,
that is Manét's “sectet”: the true goal of his art is to “disappoint
expectation.” He sees this uprooting, too, in The Execution of Maxi-
milian, Déjeuner sur I’herbe, and The Music in the Tuileries (1882):
“In each, instead of the theatrical forms expected of him, Manet
offered up the starkness of ‘what we see.” And each time it so hap-
pened that the public’s frustrated expectation only redoubled the
effect of shocked surprise produced by the picture.” Whence,
finally, Bataille’s suspicion of the modernist reading: “Malraux is
perhaps open to blame for not having stressed the magic workings
of the strange, half-hidden operation to which I refer. He grasped
the decisive steps taken by Manet, with whom modern painting
and its indifference to the subject begin, but he fails to bring out
the basic contrast between Manet’s attitude and the indifference
of the Impressionists towards the subject. He fails to define what
gives Olympia ...its value as an operation.”"? So it is neither the
“form” nor the “content” that interests Bataille, but the operation
that displaces both of these terms.

In this operation of slippage we see a version of what Bataille
calls the informe (formless). Not with the idea, of course, of mak-
ing Manet a precursor (though it is worth noting that critics of the
time characterized Olympia’s body — which some likened to a rot-
ting corpse —as “formless”)," and even less in hopes of delineat-
ing a genealogy of the term, as one might do with the history of an
idea; but precisely because it is an operation (which is to say, nei-
ther a theme, nor a substance, nor a concept) and that to this end
it participates in the general movement of Bataille’s thought, which
he liked to call “scatology” or “heterology” (and of which histori-
cally the informe constitutes the first operation specified in his writ-
ings). Perhaps Bataille knew Jean Dubuffet’s Olympia (1950) (figure
1), flattened like a pancake, slid under a steamroller, perhaps this
painting gave him the idea of slippage (a slide toward lowness, of
course). He could not have known the Olympia (see figure 47) —
even more imperative in its slippage — that Cy Twombly painted
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INTRODUCTION

in 1957 (two years after the appearance of Bataille’s book on Manet,
five years before his death), and had he known it, he would not
have had the means to appreciate the force of its outrage: the sur-
face of the picture scarred with graffiti, the body surfacing under
the blow of an obscenity (see “Olympia” below). Yet what differ-
ence does this make? Bataille’s tastes in art are not in question here.
Rather, with regard to the informe, it is a matter instead.of locat-
ing certain operations that brush modernism against the grain, and
of doing so without countering modernism’s formal certainties by
means of the more reassuring and naive certainties of meaning. On
the contrary, these operations split off from modernism, insulting
the very opposition of form and content — which s itself formal,
arising as it does from a binary logic — declaring it null and void.

Bataille devoted an article to the informe in the “critical diction-
ary” published in Documents: fifteen lines immediately following
two longer entries on spittle (“Crachat-ime” by Marcel Griaule and
“L’Eau  la bouche” by Michel Leiris) and orie called “Debacle” (also
by Leiris). The contrast between the effect of Bataille’s simple par-
agraph, so notorious today, and its apparent modesty (it appeared
at the end of a column, toward the end of the last issue of the jour-
nal’s first year, and was in no way highlighted) makes its context
worth exploring. )

Documents’ “dictionary” remains one of the most effective of
Bataille’s acts of sabotage against the academic world and the spirit
of system. This sabotage derived its effectiveness from the contrast
between the formal ruse —the very use of the “dictionary form,”
that is, one of the most obvious and conventional markers of the
idea of totality —and the effect of surprise. The whole of Bataille’s
writing rests on such apparent non sequiturs (which he calls “ink
spots” or “quacks” in his essay “The Language of Flowers,” which
gave André Breton heartburn): “bunch of radishes,” “the tooth
deadened by novocain,” in all his texts we find these rude belches,
the virulence of which owes much to irony. The “dictionary” accu-
mulates them, functioning, so to speak, as one big quack: nothing
stirred up Bataille’s blasphemous energy more than the definition
of words, which he called their “mathematical frock coats.”

This “dictionary” is not much of one (or just enough to seem
like a dictionary when one begins to read it, over the course of the
various issues): it is incomplete, not because Bataille stopped edit-
ing the magazine at the end of 1930, but because it was never
thought of as a possible totality (moreover, the articles do not
appear in alphabetical order); it is written in several voices (there
are three different entries under “Eye” and under “Metamorpho-
sis,” for example); it does not rule out redundancy. The most mem-
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THE USE VALUE OF FORMLESS

orable example of redundant entries are the two articles entitled
“Man,” published in two consecutive issues. Exceptionally, these
texts consist of imported quotations: the first, anonymous, from
the very official Journal des Débats, reports the calculations of “an
eminent English chemist” who establishes “in a precise manner
what man is made of and what his chemical value is”; the second,
from a fanatical vegetarian, a certain Sir William Earnshaw Cooper,
who is entirely caught up in an arithmetical compulsion to quantify
the “blood guilt of Christendom” by adding up the daily massacre
of animals on which it feeds.' Science is only useful if it drivels.

That Bataille chose to treat the heading “Man” by means of this
ridiculous hiccup tells a lot about his strategy to undermine. It is
humanism above all that he is after, and thus all systems (he loves
revolution for the revolt, not for the utopia of its realization). The
very choice of terms for the articles of this “dictionary” fully plays
on absurdity, as if some belated dadaist had pulled words from a hat
(the fifth issue of 1929 includes entries such as “Camel,” “Cults,”
“Man,” “Unhappiness,” “Dust,” “Reptiles,” “Talkie”; subsequent
issues sport entries such as “Slaughterhouse,” “Factory Chimney,”
“Shellfish,” “Metamorphosis”); alphabetical arbitrariness is replaced
by a mess that nothing seems to justify. Of course, that is only a
feint, and the jumble of fragments is nothing if not calculated; it
is not by chance, as Denis Hollier has shown, that the first article
of the “dictionary” should be devoted to architecture (“expression
of the true nature of societies,” symbol of authority, privileged met-
aphor of metaphysics). For “an attack on architecture,” Bataille
writes in that article, “is necessarily, as it were, an attack on man.”!
Neither is it an accident that this article should be followed by one
(written by Carl Einstein) on the nightingale, that “sign of eternal
optimism,” that cliché of the animal-turned-pet and of bourgeois
sentimentality. First, Einstein states the law that regulates all dic-
tionaries (“Words are, for the most part, petrifications that elicit
mechanical reactions in us”), after which he both demonstrates and
deconstructs this mechanism by listing the banalities woven around
the nightingale. What matters is not the nightingale as such, but
the repression at work in the allegories in which it is forced to par-
ticipate: “Nightingale can be replaced: (a) by rose, (b) by breasts,
but never by legs, because the nightingale’s role is precisely to avoid
designating this aspect. The nightingale belongs to the inventory
of bourgeois diversions, by which we try to suggest the indecent
while skirting it."16 The tone is henceforth given: as its double aim,
the Documents “dictionary” will attempt to reveal the “legs” under
the skirts of any allegory whatever and to signal those words that
have not yet been opened to allegory, such as “spittle.”

In fact, the article Leiris devotes to spit makes the desublima-
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tory nature of the dictionary clear: following upon Freud's tracing
of the origin of the idea of beauty and of aesthetic feeling to man's
mounting disgust for the double function of his organs, and then
to the subscquent repression and sublimation (see “Base Material-
ism” below), Leiris made spittle into “scandal itself, since it low-
crs the mouth — the visible sign of intelligence —to the level of the
most shameful organs.” Leiris writes, “Given the identical source
of language and spittle, any philosophical discourse can legitimately
be figured by the incongruous image of a spluttering orator.” To
this end, “through its inconsistency, its indefinite contours, the
relative imprecision of its color, and its humidity,” spit is “the very
symbol of the formless [informe], of the unverifiable, of the non-
hicrarchized"" Leif§ gbesabit far andstretches the force of his
quack somewhat thin by making it serve too many cnds:"™ he gives
consistency to the inconsistency of spit, and he gives it symbolic
value (which is exactly what Bataille avoids doing). Nonctheless,
informe as a word is launched. "

At the bottom of the same page and cchoing it (“affirming
that the universe resembles nothing and is only informe [formless)
amounts to saving that the universe is something like a spider or
spit™), Bataille’s famously economical paragraph contrasts with
Leiris's hyperbole. As Hollier remarks, within the Documents “dic-
tionary” the entry “informe” is “given the job generally granted the
article ‘Dictionary’ itself” (one thinks here of the article “Ency-
clopedia™ in Diderot's Encyclopédie), namely, that it has a pro-
grammatic function (the program here being to scuttle the very
idca of program and the self-assurance of reason).?® And it's in the
“informe™ article that Bataille quite specifically states the task that
he is assigning his “dictionary™ (not to give the meaning but the

jobs of words). Thus he refuses to define “informe™: “It is not only
an adjective having a given meaning, but a term that serves to brings
things down [déclasser] in the world.” It is not so much a stable
motif to which we can refer, a symbolizable theme, a given qual-
ity, as it is a term allowing one to operate a declassification, in the
double sensc of lowering and of taxonomic disorder. Nothing in
and of itsclf, the formless has only an operational existence: it is a
performative, like obscenc words, the violence of which derives
less from semantics than from the very act of their delivery (see
“Jeu Lugubre” below). The formless is an operation.

Thus, here we will not attempt to define the formless. Of course,
the trappings of art history will give a semblance of “frock coats
to what is” (we do not try to imitate Bataille, and our dictionary
respects the order of the alphabet). But we nonctheless intend to
put the formless to work, not only to map certain trajectories, or
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Tigure 2

Claes Oldenburg,
Sculpture in the Form of a
Fried Egg. 1966

Sewn canvas. 108 inches

iff diaethi AP
Museumn of Coniemporavy

Art. Chicago. gift of Wiliam
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Courtesy of the artist




Figure 3
Lucio Fontana
Concefto spaziale. Fine av
Do, 1963

01l on pink canvas with
hules. 70 x 48 . inches
Musér: Natonal . Art
Modern= CCI Centre
Georges Fomu.dnu, Paris



slippages, but in some small way to “perform” them. To show, for
example, that Jackson Pollock’s Full Fathom Five (1947) (sce fig-
ure 28) can be read as a fried egg (even though it's one by Claes
Oldenburg [figure 2]) or that a work by Jean Fautricr owes more
of its pathos to its falsity than to its professed expressionism (which
is to sav that it is kitsch in the same way that the snake-skin shoes
the artist sported at the opening of his show “Les Otages” or the
pink color of a Lucio Fontana Fine di Dio arc [figure 3]).”' Our proj-
ect is to redeal modernism’s cards — not to bury it and conduct
the manic mourning to which a certain type of “post-modernism™
has devoted itself for many years now, but to see to it that the unity
of modernism, as (onsmuud through the opposition of formalism
and lu)norog\. will be ﬁssurcd from within and that certain works
will no longer be read as they were before. (One will not forget
the fried egg when faced with a Pollock, for example.) Bataille
wrote of Manet: “To break up the subject and re-establish it on a
different basis is not to neglect the subject; so it is in a sacrifice,
which takes liberties with the victim and even kills it, but cannot
be said to neglect it"?* It is this type of alteration that we want both
to describe and to attempt, an alteration that has nothing to do
with the morphological or semantic registers of any particular
object, but rather with the interpretive grid, the structure that has
long permitted us to assimilate these registers. Still speaking of
Manet, Bataille adds, “No painter more hcavily invested the sub-
ject, not with meaning, but with that which goes beyond and is
more significant than meaning"?} e

To practice sacrifice and dismemberment requires some kind
of organization (no one was more methodical than Sade, whose
“use value” Bataille wanted to recover; and, as we have noted, the
supreme disorder of the Documents “dictionary™ camouflages a care-
fully premeditated strategy). The works in the exhibition L'Informe:
Mode d’emploi were grouped according to four different vectors
within which we discover, starting from Bataille, the mark of the
formless. This division into four operations (which for purposes of
brevity will be termed “horizontality,” “base materialism,” “pulse,”
and “entropy”) presupposes a type of classification, but this clas-
sification is porous (the “categories™ are not airtight, and the exhi-
bition's very first work — Robert Smithson’s Asphalt Rundown [1969)
[figure 4] — cchoed Glue Pour [1969)], a very similar work by the
same artist, located at the very end of the exhibition). Moreover,
the function of this “classification” is to declassify the larger unit-
ics that are the very stuff of art history: style, theme, chronolog\.
and, finally, ocuvre as the total body of an artist’s work.

A \\ord on the way these unities are suspended. First, our cas-
ual treatment of style (notably, of the “isms,” whose cataloguing
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punctuated the whole history of modernism) allows for the flagrant
diversity of each of our sections (hence the “fried egg” aspect of
some of our groupings): Robert Rauschenberg and Dubuffet end
up under the same rubric, as do Jacques \'illvgl’n'- and Gordon Matta
Clark. Theme turns out to be more tenacious (thematization is a
danger that dogs all nonmonographic presentations: nothing would

be easier than to imagine something like “the formless in art,” on

the same pattern as “the dog in art” or “the pastoral landscape™);
lbl“r\lﬂll.ll'l(‘l"‘il’l this regard explains certain exclusions. For ex
ample, Artist’s Shit (1961) by Piero Manzoni was absent from the
section devoted to “base materialism,” since the risk was too great
that, despite ourselves, we would end up promoting a fetishization

of excrement —something very foreign to Bataille's thought. Simi



Figure 4

Robert Smithson
Asphalt Rundown, Rome,
1969

Color photograph

12 x 12 inches each

Estate of Robert Smithson,

courtesy John Weber

Gallery

larly, the fashion of the last few years for the “abject” in art (bod-
ily fluids and other objects of diagux() was ignored (on this point,
see Rosalind Krauss's “Conclusion: The Destiny of the Informe,”
below). In the context of the exhibition contemporary practice was
represented in each of our four sections by a work that seemed to
us' to exceed the thematic horizon within which “abjection™ is
enclosed at present (a floor piece by Mike Kelley closed the sec-
tian on “horizontality,” several large mildew photographs by Cindy
Sherman in the section devoted to “base materialism,” a film by
James Coleman figured in the “pulse” section, and Allan McCol-
lum’s multiple casts of dinosaur tracks in the last part of the show
devoted to “entropy”). Aside from these exceptions and a handful

of others, the majority of the works considered cover a period span



ning from the late 19205 to the mid 1970s. But that does not mean
that chronology was not also manhandled: Marcel Duchamp’s Three
Standard Stoppages of 1913-14 was not far from a “liquid word” by
Edward Ruscha (sec figure 41) of 1969 and an Andy Warhol Oxida-
tion (see figure 31) of 1978; a Picasso sand reliel of 1930 encoun-
tered a black monochrome by Rauschenberg (see figure 18) dating
from 1951; a torn-paper collage by Jean Arp (see figure 66), also
from 1930, shared a wall with a 1959 collage by Cy Twombly.
Finally, the unity of the ocuvre, that guaranlcr of the artjst's ldcn-
ity, ()ﬂcrs the has! resistance to the formless's transversal power.

Thus we took the liberty of cditing shamelessly, totally ignoring

Fontana's “slashe Aml ,dy taghiste p.nnungs of Wol — which is
to say, what they are best known for — while n-lalnmg Fontana's

gold, his colored stones, and his sparkles and Wols's photographs.
In some cases, this curatorial incision left wounds: just as Salvador
Dali, swearing allegiance to Breton, refused to allow Bataille to
reproduce Jeu lugubre with his commentary on the painting in
Documents, so Carl Andre was opposed to our presenting the pho-
tographs Hollis Frampton took of his preminimalist, scalological
scries of cement works.?* Furthermore, just as the “categorics”
we locate are porous (such that certain objects could have been
included in several of them), a particular artist, working in vari-
ous veins, could be found sporting different “frock coats” (Pollock,
Oldenburg, and Robert Morris all appeared in the “horizontality”
section, but Pollock was also to be found in “base materialism,”
Morris in ':PE!sa\ion." and Oldcnburg in "cnlmp'\'").

This volatile taxonomy thus allowed us a certain number of
categorical ruptures: certain key works of modernism were with-
drawn from the official discourse on the modernist period (the
most flagrant casc is that of Pollock); certain works by modernist
totems, such as Pablo Picasso, which had previously been consid-
ered minor were foregrounded; certain artists marginalized by the
modernist master narrative, such as David Medalla or the members
of the Gutai group, suddenly seemed decisive. Finally: there was
no question of cxhaustiveness. There are large numbers of works
we would have liked to but were unable to include for various
reasons. (Within entropy, for example, we had thought of Allan
Kaprow and Dicter Rot —but how could we have presented a hap-
pening without casting it in concrete? We had thought, too, about
the tircless activity of the Fluxus group —but how could we have
shown an infinite overproduction without instantly betraying and
limiting it?)

As | said before, the formless designates an ensemble of opera-
tions by means of which modernism is here grasped against the
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grain. Modernism, that is the “mainstream™ evoked by the history
books — the most coherent version of which is Clement Green-
berg's, but there are others —is seen as progressing in a straight
line from Manct to abstract expressionism and beyond. The mod-
crnist interpretation of modern art, which is an extraction that
dares not speak its name, partakes above all in an ontological proj-
cct: once art was liberated from the constraints of representation,

it had to justify its existence as the scarch for its own essence.
Manet's “indifference,” far from being read as the perverse slip-

page that Bataille saw in it, is instcad understood as painting's first

step toward autonomy and the self-revelation of its essence. This
ontological enterprise rests on a certain number of postulates and
exclusiorss® Fhe first postulate_is that visual art, wspecially paint-
ing, addresscs itself uniquely to the sense of sight. This idea was
contemporancous with impressionism and also with the beginnings
of art history as a “scientific” discipline (it was a central premise
of Adolf von Hildebrand's and Konrad Fiedler’s writings, which in
turn inspired Heinrich Wolfflin's The Principles of Art History of
1915). The “tactile” that art history addresses is only the visual
representation of tactility: matter does not exist for it except as
in-formed, madc over into form. The cxclusion that proceeds from
this (though it was stated even before the postulate of pure vision,
going back to the distinction Gotthold Lessing madc in his Laocoén
[1766] betwceen the arts of time and those of space) bears on the
temporality within the visual and on the body of the percciving
subject: pictures reveal themselves in an instant and are addressed
only to the eye of the viewer. The modernist ontology's third pos-
tulate, based on a repression analyzed by Freud in Three Essays on
the Theory of Sexuality (1905) and above all in Civilization and Its
Discontents (1930), is this: being “purely visual,” art is addressed
to the subject as an crect being, far from the horizontal axis that
governs the life of animals. Even if one no longer speaks of paint-
ing as a “window opened onto the world,” the modernist picture
is still conceived as a vertical section that presupposes the vicwli:
er's having forgotten that his or her feet are in the dirt. Art, accord-|
ing to this view, is a sublimatory activity that separates the perceivel

from his or her body. It is a synthesizing activity as well: fending
off any intrusion from the base, it gathers the percciver together .
around the core of its ideal unity, which is why the artist is to con-
ceive each work as a bounded whole (from Paul Cézanne and Henri
Matisse to Pict Mondrian and Pollock, the modernist measure of
an artist’s accomplishment is preciscly his ability to unify a can-},
vas), and aesthetic pleasure is indexed to this formal plenitude. And
this formal plenitude is also a semantic plenitude, since, contrary
to what the antimodernist iconologists (who confuse reference and
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signification) constantly urge, the call for formal autonomy was
never made without being glorified simultaneously as the royal
road, even as the only road, toward the pure revelation of meaning
(Kasimir Malevich and Mondrian, for example, say that they want
above all to paint the absolute). In short (fourth postulate), the
modernist ontology requires an artwork to have a beginning and an
end, and holds that all apparent disorder is necessarily reabsorbed
in the very fact of being bounded.

Certainly, these postulates and exclusions are myths (one need
only look at the production of all the great artists of modernity in
ordu to realize,, Lhal they ¥, ‘holly conformed to thesc pre-
cepts, and even tl’w most self-assuréd modernist discourse must

admit some exceptions). But these are foundational myths: their
solidarity scals the coherence of modernism as an interpretive grid.
The four operations that we have retained in the name of the form-
less (horizontality, base matcrialism, pulse, and entropy) respond
item for item to these modernist claims. These operations cach
constituting the object of an entry in our dictionary below, 1
would like to make bricf mention here of the use we made of these
four in the original organization of the exhibition I 'Informe: Mode
d'emploi and in the sclection of its objects.

1) We began with horizontality, since there the operational nature
of the informe is the most obvious. (“Horizontality,” which is a state
of being, imperfectly captures the dynamic nature of the opera-
tion. It would be more accurate if long-winded to say “lowering
from the vertical to the horizontal” or “horizontalization.”) The
rotation implied by this lowering is one of the strategics put to
work in the most insistent way by Bataille (it governs many texts
in Documents, such as the entries “Bouche” [Mouth] and “Le gros
orteil” [The Big Toe] in the “critical dictionary,” and also his whole
dossier on “the pineal cye,” published posthumously): man is proud
of being erect (and of having thus emerged from the animal state,
the biological mouth-anus axis of which is horizontal), but this
pride is founded on a repression. Vertical, man has no other bio-
logical sense than to stare at the sun and thus burn his cyes or to
contemplate his feet in the mud: his present architecture, by means
of which hls horizontal gaze traverses a vertical visual ﬁcld. is a
tra\cs(\ (scc “Gestalt” below).

However, we should note that the vertical-horizontal opposition
is not entirely circumscribed by the hicrarchical relations (which
Bataille seeks to invert all the better to denounce) between man
and animal. Another modernist version of this opposition singles
out human symbolic practices; it is this version of the vertical-
horizontal opposition that Bataille's operation reveals to be re-
pressive. On the heels of the impressionists’ exaltation of “pure

26



THE L VAL GE U EGEMOLSS

vision,” a crisis, traditionally pin-pointed in the work of Paul
Cézanne, shook the visual arts. It suddenly became clear that the
strict demarcation between the realms of the “purely visible™ (the
verticality of the visual ficld) and the carnal (the space that our
bodics occupy) —a demarcation theorized since the Renaissance
by means of the conception of painting as a “window opened onto
the world” — was a fiction. In Cézanne's work — for example Still
Life with Plaster Cupid (c. 1892) in the Courtauld, where the floor
plane is verticalized outrageously, the objects are ready to slide
from their position, to dislodge themsclves and roll onto our fect:
the linc. of demarcation betw ccn;]};hc‘wa_ll and the ground is crased,

(Two remarks in passing: first, it might scem surprising that the
strict division of the visible and the carnal should have been air-
tight for so long, since sculpture supposedly plaved on both terms
of the opposition; but Western sculpture up to Rodin, if not always
frontal, was at least “pictorial™ — that is, it ccasclessly mapped the
carnal order onto the plane of the visible. Second, it has been noted
that Valéry, in Degas Dance Drawing [1936], spoke of the formless
with regard to the verticalization of the ground in certain works
by Edgar Degas: but with Degas it was a bird's-eve view that was
at issue — a dancer sketched from a balcony; a woman crouching
in her bath, drawn from the perspective of a man standing over
her. Whatever the novelty of this point of view — whose principal
function, according to Valéry, was to redistribute reflected light,
whatever the deformation to which the motif was subjected as a
consequence [Valéry says of the shape of a dancer seen from above
that she “project(s] her shape against the plane of the stage, just
as we sec a crab on the beach”] — this in no way troubles the unity
of the represented scenc.’s Neither eccentricity of the point of
view nor deformation concerns the formless as we understand it
according to Bataille.)

Painting landscapes at Horta de Ebro in 1909, Picasso found
himsclf confronted by the same “giving way” that marks Cézannc's
canvases, and it was shortly thereafter that Picasso transformed his
painting into a kind of writing, thus repressing the irruption of the
carnal and the danger it then posed to art. He covered over, one
might say, the impossible caesura between the visible (vertical) and
the bodily (horizontal) by another vertical-horizontal opposition,
one which cludes the menace (animality) of the carnal entirely.
Painting’s vertical section and completely covered surface were
always opposed to the horizontal and diagrammatic space of writ-
ing (with a few cxceptions man reads seated at a table, especially
since the invention of printing), but Picasso annulled that antin-
omy by a 90-degree pivoting (this is the radical gesture of his Sull
Life with Chair Caning of 1912, a canvas that asks to be read as the
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horizontal planc of a caf¢ table, scen tfrom above): for him, the pic-
ture became a system structured by arbitrary signs: henceforth, his
canvas became a written page. Cubist semiology allowed one to
turn the Cézannesque cave-in to the profit of form (no longer a mat-
ter of figures or of perspectival space, but of structure). Modern-
ism owes much to this brilliant conjuring trick.*

Marcel Duchamp was a pitiless sleuth (which is why, for ex-
ample, he was to be Greenberg's béte noire): he immediately put
his finger on this semiological repression. His Three Standard Stop-
pages knocks onc of the most arbitrary svstems of the sign there is
(the metric system) off its pedestal to show that once submitted
to gravity, once lowered into the contingent world of things and
bodics, the sign docs hat-old water: it dissolves 39 an (iterable)
sign and regresses toward singularity. After that, onc has to wait
almost twenty vears for Alberto Giacometti (during the brief time
that he was close to Bataille and participated in the Documents
“group,” since after 1935 his work would celebrate verticality) to
reintroduce horizontalization as an operative in art (cubist semi-
ology would no longer be the target, rather the structure of the
monument and the idealism that undergirds it): the sculpture
became its own base, and that base was low.??

Duchamp's and Giacometti's experiments had no successors. It
was the rotation to which Pollock submitted verticality that shook
art up in an irreversible way. He was not the first to paint with the
canvas lying flat, but he was the first to underscore the horizontality
of the support as the essential element of his work process (there
is no vertical runoff, the isomorphic space of his paintings is not
oriented to the erect body of the human observer). By abandoning
the paintbrush and thus the anatomical connection that made it
an extension of his hand, Pollock delegated a part of his process
to matter itself. His traces took form through a combination of ges-
ture and gravity and both would vary according to the viscosity of
the pigment.

This radical break in pictorial practice, this new orientation,
was either ignored at the time by Greenberg's modernist reading,
according to which Pollock’s “drip paintings” are “mirages” wherein
matter has been atomized by some kind of illusion of “pure visu-
ality,” or thematized by the existentialist pathos of Harold Roscn-
berg, who could sec in Pollock’s canvases nothing but the trace of
an event the result of which was of little importance (Rosenberg was
struck more by the bare canvas —an “arena for action” — than by
the finished works, which he avoided describing). It was the art-
ists (Morris, Warhol, the Gutai group, to name a few) who revealed
the importance of horizontalization in Pollock’s work —and cven
criticized him for having abandoned it too soon (for example, Eva
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Figure 5

Alberto Burn,
Combustione Plastica.
1964

Burned plastic,

59% x 99 inches,

Museée National d’Art
Moderne-CCl, Centre
Georges Pompidou, Paris.

Hesse's Seven Poles [1970], totems Lnllapsinp_ onto the floor, is a
direct critique of Pollock’s Blue Poles [1952] and its oriented space).

2) Base materialism is the principal weapon in the battle Bataille
wanted to wage against idealism. He sought to vanquish the fetish
izing (or nnmlogizing) of matter, which is what he believed mate-
rialist thinkers did. “Most materialists,” Bataille wrote, “despite
wanting to eliminate all spiritual entities, ended up describing an
order of things whose hierarchical relations mark it out as specifi
cally idealist. They have situated dead matter at the summit of a
conventional hierarchy of diverse types of facts, without realizing
that in this way they have submitted to an obsession with an ideal
form of matter, with a form which approaches closer than any
ather to that which matter should be"* Most materialism, Bataille
argued, even and above all dialectical materialism, is basically ide-
alist.”” The type of matter Bataille wants to speak about is what
we have no idea of, what makes no sense, what “has no rights in
any sense and gets itself squashed everywhere, like a spider or an
earthworm.”¥ Matter cannot be reabsorbed by the image (the con-
cept of image presupposes a possible distinction between form and
matter, and it is this distinction, insofar as it is an abstraction, that
the operation of the formless tries to collapse). Bataille's “matter”
is shit or laughter or an obscene word or madness: whatever cuts
all discussion short, whatever reason cannot drape with a “mathe-




Figure 6.

Robert Rauschenberg,

Dirt Painting (for John
Cage), 1953.

Dirt and mold in wood box,
15% x 16 x 2% inches.

© 1997 Robert
Rauschenberg/ Licensed by
VAGA, New York.



Figure 7.

Robert Rauschenberg,
Untitled (Gold Painting),
1953.

Gold and silver leaf on
fabric, newspaper, paint,
wood, paper, glue, and nails
on wood in wood and glass
frame, 10% x 11%x 1%
inches.

© 1997 Robert
Rauschenberg/ Licensed by
VAGA, New York.

THE USE VALUE OF FORMLESS

matical frock coat,” whatever does not lend itself to any metaphori-
cal displacement, whatever does not allow itself to be in-formed.
According to Bataille, matter is seductive waste, appealing to what
is most infantile in us, since the blow it strikes is devolutionary,
regressive, low (see “Abattoir,” “Jeu Lugubre,” “Kitsch,” and “Ray
Guns” below).

The scatological dimension of base materialism (in the sense
in which Bataille used the word “scatology,” namely, “the science
of what is wholly other”) is at the heart of a certain number of prac-
tices that the modernist discourse can only exclude from its Pan-
theon (for example, the sanded reliefs that Picasso made in the late
1920s) or else map onto an expressionist model (the representa-
tion of horror is invoked in Fautrier’s case in order to mask the
kitsch aspect of color —or rather of the separation between color
and texture —in his work). The materialism of Rauschenberg’s early
work and the burned plastic of Alberto Burri’s (figure 5), the bad
taste of Fontana or Manzoni, operates without ironic distance (or
at least strains to do without it). The mud in Rauschenberg’s Dirt
Painting (1953) (figure 6) is not depicted mud.

3) Pulse is not part of Bataille’s vocabulary, and only by extrap-
olation does it figure among our categories here. (By analogy, one




INTRODUCTION

could say: just as horizontality and base materialism contradict the
myths of human erectness and “pure visuality,” so pulsation attacks
the modernist exclusion of temporality from the visual field.) This
exclusion, as I have said, began with Lessing. However, Lessing con-
sidered time and movement solely as narrative and directed toward
an ending; pulsation, by contrast, involves an endless beat that
punctures the disembodied self-closure of pure visuality and in-
cites an irruption of the carnal.

Duchamp, once again, was the first to assault this aspect of
modernist repression. As he had done with cubist semiology, he
attacked the fortress at the very point where it believed itself to
be best protected —in this case, via the bias of physiological optics,
that is, the science of vision. Duchamp, who denounced painting
for everything about it that was “retinal,” showed in fact that it is
only so for those who ignore what, in the very functioning of the
retina, hooks directly into the body. By means of a short circuit,
he plugs the “purely optical” into the libidinal: indeed many com-
mentators have remarked that the disks of his “precision optics,”
or Rotore]igfs (see figure 43), once in motion, engage the spectator
in a kind of visual equivalent of coitus. No image of the body is
necessary to produce this intrusion of desire: the pulse alone sex-
ualizes the gaze (see “‘Moteur!"” below).3!

Following Duchamp, Giacometti furthers this irruption of the
libidinal in the visual field by means of a simple beat — with the
throbbing “movement” of his Suspended Ball (1930-31) (see figure
48). Here reference to physiological optics is suppressed, but the
associations of erotic drlves released by the pendulum become
polymorphous: in the vac1lIat10ns of the pendulum’s swing, each
element of this sexualized machine continually changes sexual iden-
tity. The pulse puts into action an infinite permutation that, as in
Bataille’s The Story of the Eye (1928), annuls metaphor through
metaphoric excess (see “Part Object” below).

What we call pulsation, then, is distinct from mere movement
(even though the common link between several works in the “Pulse”
section of the exhibition was precisely that biokinetic aspect of
the pulse, from David Medalla’s Bubble Machine [1964-94] to Pol
Bury’s 2270 Points blancs [1965] [see figure 63], from Jean Dupuy’s
Heartbeats Dust [1968-90] to Jean Tinguely’s Metaphor [1959], from
the “flicker films” by Peter Kubelka and Paul Sharits or the early
videos of Bruce Nauman in the sixties to Richard Serra’s Hand
Catching Lead [1971]). Once the unified visual field is agitated by
a shake-up that irremediably punctures the screen of its formality
and populates it with organs, there is “pulsation.” Sometimes the
spectator is panicked or struck by nausea when, confronting Robert
Morris’s Footnote to the Bride (1961) (see figure 65), one notices
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Figure 8.

Robert Morris,

Untitled (Threadwaste),
1968.

Threadwaste, copper,
mirrors, felt, and coal.
© 1997 Robert Morris/
ARS, New York.






that the sculpture’s flesh-colored membrane is ever so slowly

swelling, propelled by an unknown mechanism, to become, for an
instant, a kind of breast. But this type of release, employing what
Freud calls the uncanny (Unheimlich) (see “Uncanny” below), does
not necessarily need motion as such: the same beat agitates the
photographs of Man Ray, Jacques-André Boiffard, Brassai, and
Hans Bellmer, and the same fragmentation of the body (itself tem-
porally folded and unfolded) disturbs the surrealists’ “exquisite
corpses.”

4) Nor is entropy (meaning the constant and irreversible deg-
radation of energy in every system, a degradation that leads to a
continually increasing state of disorder and of nondifferentiation
within matter) takcn fyom Bataille’s vocabulary. (He would have
preferred * e;(’prg;lalture ‘Which does not cover the same field and
might even seem to be entropy’s opposite. Bataille used the clas-
sical example of entropy — the inevitable cooling down of the solar
system — against the grain: the sun expends extravagantly, forcing
us into overproduction and waste in order to maintain even a fra-

gile balance. Entropy is a negative movement: it presupposes an
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Figure 9.

Lucio Fontana,

Concetto Spaziale, 1960.
Oil on canvas with holes,
59 x 59 inches.

Private Collection, Paris.

Figure 10.

Claes Oldenburg,

Green Beans, 1964.

18 sections of vinyl and
painted formica,

2 x 11% x 5 inches.
Museum of Contemporary
Art, Chicago, gift of William
J. Hokin. Courtesy of the
artist.






initial order and a deterioration of that order. Expenditure, on

the contrary, is the regulation, through excess, of an initial dis

srder and such regulation is never successful because always insuf

ficient — hence the bidding war unleashed.)

We might even think that the project of Documents was basi
cally anti-entropic. This cooling down of words into clichés, which
Carl Einstein stigmatized from the beginning of the “critical dic-

tionary,” is precisely what information theory (taking off from the

strict usage of the word in thermodynamics) designates as entropy

Figure 11
Piero Ma

Achrome, 1961

Burned wood and rabbit
18 inch diameter
x18%x 18

skin
18

inch base

Herning Museum, Denmark

© 1997 Estate

f Pier




Figure 12

Arman,

L'Affaire du courrier,
1961-62

Three months of Pierre
Restany's mail: paper,
wood, and Plexiglas
47 x 55 x 15% inches
Private Collection, Paris
© 1997 ARS, New York
ADAGP, Paris

(see “Liquid Words” below).?? But Bataille’s fascination with rot
and waste, with the decomposition of everything, which finds
expression in almost every one of his texts, shows well cnough that
the entropic freeze, whether or not he wanted to keep it at bay in
his writing, was an essential operation for him, all the more vio-
lent in that it was inevitable and its effectiveness depended on no
one's will.

In “Figure Humaine” (Human Face), puhlis‘hm] in the “diction
ary" of Documents, Bataille uncustomarily praiw«l “contemporary
science” for having situated the origin of the universe in the con
dition of the improbable (a crossed-out sentence in the manuscript,
where he referred to Lazare Carnot with regard to the notion of

improbability,’* reveals that he was reacting to Hans Reichenbach's
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“Crise de la causalite™ [Crisis of Causality], which had been pub-
lished in the preceding issue of Documents, wherein Reichenbach
claimed that the second law of thermodynamics, based on Carnot's
discovery about mechanical heat loss —and defining entropy —“is
in fact nothing but a statistical principle™™). And then there is the
“critical di(*liunar}'s" article “Poussiere™ (Dust), which concludes
with an entropic nightmare: “One day or another, given its per-
sistence ... dust will probably begin to gain the upper hand over
the servants, pouring immense amounts of rubbish into abandoned
huildings and deserted stockvards: and, at that distant epoch, noth-
ing will remain 10 ward off night terrors, in the absence of which
we-have hecome such great botkkeepers™s OF read Leiriss article
“Debacle,” which in the "dictionary™ comes just before the para-
graph on the informe and is illustrated by a photograph of the fro-
sen Seine, on which debris has accumulated. At first sight, Leiris
seems to be calling for a social cataclysm that could crack the gla-
cier in which we are frozen. But the only result he sees in this
future revolt is nihilism: the fate of this deluge was “having first
broken up what was hostile and alien to itself, and then destroyed
itselt by being changed into ephemeral vapor - that of having anni-
hilated absolutely everything™'

Entropy attracted artists well before the 1960s, when Robert
Smithson made it his motto, and many took it up after him (sce
“Liquid Words,” “Quality,” “Ray Guns,” “Sweats of the Hippo,”
“Threshole,” “Water Closet,” and “Zone™ below). In the hands of
these artists, entropy operates in various ways: by degradation (Raoul
Ubac’s or Gordon Matta-Clark’s brilages [figures 57 and 58]). by
redundancy (the casts of Bruce Nauman [figure 69], Arp, Picasso,

McCollum), by accumulation, infinite profusion (Arman's trash cans
[figure 12], Oldenburg's Ray Guns [figure 54|, McCollum's dinosaur
tracks [figure 70]), by inversion (Manzoni's Socle du monde, Smith-
son’s upturned trees [figure 53)), by tearing (Arp's or Twombly's
torn papers or Serra's Tearing Lead [figurc 67]. or Morris's felt
tangles [figure 13]) by lack of elasticity (Serra’s rolled-lcad plates,
or Giovanni Ansclmo's Torsione [figure 42]), by the invasion of
“noise” into the message (Dubuffet’s Messages [figure 56], Ray-
mond Hains's or Villeglé's lacerated posters [figure 55], Duchamp’s
Dust Breeding), by wear and tear (the oil slicks on the vacant park-
ing lots photographed by Ruscha [figure 74]), but also by under-
usage or nonconsumption (the urban no-man’s-lands photographed
by Ruscha, the interstitial spaces bought at auction by Matta-Clark
[figure 73], or the buttered-on vaseline of Mel Bochner's photo-
graphs [sce pp. 299, 300-301}). Entropy is a sinking, a spoiling,
but perhaps also an irrecoverable waste. The first entropic artist
was Giambattista Piranesi, about whom Henry-Charles Puech (the
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historian of Manichacanism to whom Bataille refers in “Le Bas
matérialisme et la gnose” [Base Materialism and Gnosticism]) says:

[Beginning with Piranesi]. man is definitively overrun by what he cre-
ates and what little by little boundlessly destroys him. The obsessional
idea of construction, the ordering of stones or of machines, these
human triumphs! carried to an extreme, open an infinite vista of night-
mares and of multiplicd punishments wrought by the automatic law
of the vaults, the pillars, the stairways, a multiplication there is no
reason 1o stop (totality, form existing only on a human scale, man is
nulstrippch by the very need for representation that has unleashed this

cr.ushmg force). 3’

In the same way that Sade is open to two different uses (Freud as
well), or so Bataille insisted in his ongoing dispute with Breton (see
“Base Materialism.” and “Cadaver” below), there are two possible
uses of the formless. (There are even, as Denis Hollier has shown
with regard to the divergence of positions between the ethnolo-
gists and Bataille in the very bosom of the Documents group, two
possible uses of “usc value™: a shoe serves for walking, but for the
fetishist it serves the satisfaction of his sexual drives.’®) We could
treat the informe as a pure object of historical research, tracing its
origins in Documents, noting its occurrences there; this work would
be useful and, like all those interested in Bataille's lhough(, we have
not neglected it. But such an approach would run the risk of trans-
forming the formless into a figure, of stabilizing it. That risk is per-
haps unavoidable, but, in putting the formless to work in areas far
from its place of origin, in displacing it in order to sift modernist
production by means of its sicve, we wanted to start it shaking —
which is to say, to shake it up.
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Abattoir

Yve-Alain Bors

The three Eli Lotar photographs with which Bataille illustrates
his article “Abattoir™ (Slaughterhouse) in the Documents “critical
dictionary™ form a kind of climax, within the journal, of the ico-
nography of horror.! Cruelty and sacrifice, terror and death are
often enough broached in articles there (beginning with Bataille's
essay, in the sccond issue of Documents, on the illuminated manu-
script of The Apocalypse of Saint Sever), but no other image appearing
in the journal is as realistically macabre as these photographs taken
at La Villette in the company of André Masson — except perhaps,
in the penultimate issuc, the ncarly illegible reproduction (from
X Marks the Spot) of a crude montage of press photos depicting the
brutality of gang warfare in Chicago. “It scems that the desire to
sec is stronger than horror or disgust,” Bataille remarked in rela-
tion to this book.?

For his own part, however, he refused to cater to this voyeurism
in Documents (only much latter —in 1961, in Les Larmes d’Eros —
did he publish the famous photograph of a young Chinese hacked
to pieces alive, which his psychoanalyst, Dr. Adrien Borel, had given
him in 1925).} It is possible that self-censorship played a role in
this reserve (after all, the editorial life of Documents depended on
the continuing support of a publisher), but that is somewhat doubt-
ful: Bataille did not even reproduce the shot of the sliced eyve from
Un Chien andalou to which he refers, while other journals did not
hold back (for example, Cahiers d’Art, the much more conformist
magazine, to which he dirccted readers who wished to see the pic-
turc) —and he suppressed the image even though it would have
compellingly supported his argument (“How can one not appre-
ciate the extent of horror’s fascination, and that it alone is suffi-
cient to shatter evervthing that stifles us”).* Even when it is a
matter of depicting the shrunken heads of the Javaro Indians, the
iconographic violence in Documents is mediated, distanced lhrough
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representation: ethnographic or artistic phenomena are displayed
there, not raw images from daily life (the only image related to a
crime story is the ridiculous photograph of the “Crépin murderer,”
his head swathed in an absurd gauze bonnet of bandages after a
failed attempt at suicide, in the course of which he shot off his
mouth and nose).’ Certainly this violence, as mediated as it might
be by art or culture, is not without impact: the full-page detail of
the Roman soldier rummaging with his bare hand in the gaping
chest of a man he has just decapitated, isolated within a painting by
Antoine Caron, to which Michel Leiris devotes a stunning article,
is all the more arresting for having been taken from a sixteenth-
century mannerist work. But it is somewhat the exception. What
strildy omeXfor e‘ia’?n";ik':fﬁ'i-"l}ré‘nai;lci drawing of an. Katée hdiman <
sacrifice that is taken from one of the Vatican Codices and used
to illustrate a text by Roger Hervé is as much the curly blond hair
of the Spanish victims as the blood that spurts from their chests.
Because art is the intermediary through which horror (amply
distilled in the texts) is permitted to surface visually in the journal,
one might question why Bataille did not choose to illustrate his
article “Abattoir” with one of his friend André Masson's paintings
on the theme of the butcher —a theme Masson had begun to ex-
plore —such as his L'Eguanixscuy (Carcass Cutter) (1928), which had
been reproduced in an earlier issue of Documents.” But perhaps vio-
lence is not a theme here, rather the question of its repression. We
might argue that there is a simple chiasmus: to speak of violence,
one displays it the way culture (even “primitive” culture) treats it;
to speak of its occultation, one shows it raw. This argument might
hold true if Lotar’s photographs corresponded to Bataille’s text; but
at first glance they seem to contradict it. The article, which is very
short, begins by stating a postulate: “The slaughterhouse is linked
to religion insofar as the temples of bygone eras (not to mention
those of the Hindus in our own day) served two purposes: they were
used both for prayer and for killing. The result (and this judgment
is confirmed by the chaotic aspect of present-day slaughterhouses)
was certainly a disturbing convergence of the mythic mysteries and
the lugubrious grandeur typical of those places in which blood
flows.” There is nothing like this in Lotar’s reportage: nothing to
do with the bloody sacrifice of men or animals to which Bataille Figure 15.
will return in the journal (for example, with regard to the cult of  En Lotar,
Kali), no “chaos.™ On the contrary, the photographs exhibit noth- :;’;;b‘“"”s de la Villette
ing that is not extremely orderly, and it is the banality of this very ¢ "o 000
order that is sinister. The first of Lotar's photographs shows a no.6.
double row of cows’ feet carefully propped against an exterior wall = Siverernt.
~ . Musée National d’Art
(figure 15); the second proffers a heap which turns out upon exam-

Moderne-CCl. Centre
ination to be a rolled-up animal hide that has been dragged along Georges Pompidou. Paris.
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the ground in front of a door as though to clean the passageway,
lcaving a dark swath of blood behind it: the third, a bird's-cye view,
is the only one to show the place in action (butchers working
quickly [they are slightly blurred] around several slaughtered ani-
mals). The horror is flat, without melodrama.

But the lic that Lotar’s photographs give to Bataille's article is
not one, in fact, for his text is not an cxpression of concern for
the animals slaughtered in a mcat factory. (Similarly, in the “criti-
cal dictionary's” entry “Man" in the preceding issue of Documents,
it was not in the spirit of the animal rights movement that Bataille
cited, with obvious pleasurc, Sir William Earnshaw Cooper’s fren-
zied-Eteulations ol thé-suonihing dmedit af blood on which
Christendom sustains itsclf daily.) The second part of Bataille's
text helps us understand his counterintuitive use of photography
here: “In our time ... the slaughterhouse is cursed and quarantined
like a plague-ridden ship.” A paragraph follows on the effects of
this curse by means of which “good folk™ are led “to vegetate as
far from the slaughterhouse as possible, to exile themselves, out
of propriety, to a flabby world in which nothing fearful remains
and in which, subject to the ineradicable obsession of shame, they
are reduced to cating cheese.” In other words, it is not violence
as such that interests Bataille, but its civilized scotomization that
structures it as otherness, as heterogeneous disorder: to put it into
quarantine with “an unhcalthy nced of cleanliness, with cantan-
kerous pettiness and boredom,” even within the very precinct of
the slaughterhouse itself, is to participate in a project of sublima-
tion (of homogenization), and it is to this sublimatory activity that
he wants to address himsclf. To show the visual equivalent of the
squealing pigs that onc butchers (the same pigs that Bataille imag-
incs squcaling in front of Dali’s Le Jeu lugubre) would be a sure
way of denying that such a repression had in fact occurred.® There
is no “lugubrious grandeur” in these photographs by Lotar: they have
nothing to do with the bullfight —or, to put it another way, they
present only the bullfight one deserves. To show violence purcly
and simply would be a way of incorporating it; it is more effective
to underscore how it is evacuated (whence the laconic image of the
ignoble little pile of cow hide in front of the slaughterhouse door).

But there is more: no repression is ever lotally achieved, no
shield hermetically protects against the sneaky return of the ex-
cluded. In vain docs the vegetarian's cheese appear anodine; it
stinks, like one’s feet. (It is not by chance that the famous text
“The Big Toe,” illustrated by Jacques-André Boiffard's three no less
famous photographs of the relevant body part, appear in the same
issuc of Documents “Slaughterhouse.” Nor is it by chance that the
last photograph reproduced in this issue, of the bare legs of caba-
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ret dancers whose bodies are masked by a theatrical curtain in the
process of being lowered, recalls the rows of cows’ feet by Lotar,
and that Bauaille speaks of window display [étalage] in relation to
the Folies-Bergere [the sadomasochistic nature of “amusement”
and of “distraction” is a theme that recurs often in the review].)
What is at issuc in “Slaughterhouse,” “The Big Toe,” and most
of Bataille's texts at the time of Documents is the “double use” of

eve

vthing. There is an clevated use, consccrated by metaphysical

idcalism and rational humanism, and there is a low use. There are
two uses for. the mouth (speaking, a noble one, is opposed to spit-
ting, vomitting, or screaming), two uses of Sade, two uses for
temples, twguses.of Ggeece, two uses for “Extinct America). (we
might refer to the spectacular sacrifices by the Aztecs or, on the

contrary, to the burcaucratic empire of the Incas where “evervthing
was planned ahcad in an airless existence”)." There are even two
uses for the slaughterhouse (we could refer to it to speak about
horror or to take note of its repression). l‘ﬁ\‘orylhing splits into two,
but this division is not symmetrical (there is no simple separation
of sides by means of a vertical axis), it is dynamic (the line of divi-
sion is horizontal): the low implicates the high in its own fall. It
is the low use, its imperious affirmation, that fells the hot-air bal-
loons of the ideal with onc malevolent blow.

To say that the slaughterhouse derives from the temple is also to
say that the temple can be as sordid as the slaughterhouse and that
religion only has meaning as something bloody (it is always so at the
beginning but sooner or later ends up repressing this constitutive
feature: “God rapidly and almost entirely loses his terrifying fea-
tures, his appearance as a decomposing cadaver, in order to become,
at the final stage of degradation, the simple [paternal] sign of uni-
). As many critics have noted, another “criti-
cal dictionary™ entry, “Muscum,” is a pendant to “Slaughterhouse.”

versal homogeneity™"
In that text, Bataille is just as Manichacan: “According to the Grande
Encyclopédie,” he begins, “the first museum in the modern sense
of the word (that is to say, the first public collection) would seem
to have been founded on July 27, 1793, in France, by the Conven-
tion. The origin of the modern museum would thus be linked to
the development of the guillotine.” Bataille then suggests, with
characteristic irony, that as the muscum developed., its visitors
themselves became the musecum’s true contents, and he ends the
essay with an attack on aesthetic contemplation as narcissistic self-
celebration: “The museum is the colossal mirror in which man
finally contemplates himself from all sides, finds himsclf literally
admirable, and abandons himself to the ecstasy expressed in all the
art journals™ (an expression of ccstacy that the Documents reader
would thus have had the right 1o expect but which he would find
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no trace of in the review).!" We should resist the temptation to

read these sentences by Bataille as a presage of the unforgettable
phrase uttered several years later by Walter Benjamin (“There is
no document of culture that is not at the same time a record of

barbarism™"*

), since this would be to push Bataille’s thought toward
Marxism, with which he was engaged only very briefly (just after

the end of the Documents adventure, roughly from 1932 to 1939),
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always maintaining his distance.’ Bataille was less interested in
class struggle than in de-classing, and barbarism was something to
which Bataille appealed with all his might. No Marxist could have
penned the following sentences: “Without a profound complicity
with natural forces such as violent death, gushing blood, sudden
catastrophes and the horrible cries of pain that accompany them,
terrifving ruptures of what had seemed to be immutable, the fall
into stinking filth of what had been elevated — without a sadistic
understanding of an incontestably thundering and torrential nature,
there could be no revolutionaries, there could only be a revolting
utopian sentimentality.”'*

Thosc lines are taken from “La Valeur d'usage de D.AE de Sade”

(The Use Vatide BT D.A:FE deSade), which was published onlv-pose. ©

humously and constitute Bataille’s reply to the diatribe launched
against him by Andr¢ Breton in The Second Manifesto of Surreal-
ism."” They are echoed in one of Bataille's last articles in Documents:
his commentary on a reactionary article by Emmanucl Berl against
the increasing grip of psychoanalysis on artistic and literary produc-
tion." Bataille rails cven turther against those (the surrealists) who
lay claim to psychoanalysis and who, “trving to escape its conse-
quences, take refuge in the most mysterious unconscious (although
Freud wanted nothing more than to bring everything to light by
rigorously eliminating the least mystery retained by the uncon-
scious).” They make nolhing. says, Bataille, but “cheese,” or “des-
sert,” or poetry, all of which comes down to the same thing (“1
don’t think I have hated anything as much as poetry,” he remarked

in one of the many drafts of his reply to Breton)."” The reign of

the cheese or dessert unconscious is over, it amuses no one any
longer: “The reduction of repression and the relative climination
of symbolism are obviously not favorable to a litcrature of deca-
dent aesthetes, wholly deprived even of a possibility of contact with
the lower social levels.” And “as it is out of the question to put
psychoanalysis on the trash heap,” Bataille continues, “it would be
better to pass to another type of exercise.” And what type of exer-
cise might this be? There were only two possible answers for Bataille

at this time: the social revolution (we are approaching the ¢nd of

Documents and the relatively brief period during which Bataille
would explore the political field), and, more important perhaps,
another usc of Freud. For there is also a double use for psycho-
analysis: the use it is put to by the literary explorers of the uncon-
scious, who visit it as tourists and, sampling from it as from a
reservoir of metaphors, amuse themselves by imitating delirium;
and the use it is put to by the analysands. There arc those who trans-
pose, mimicking the deplacements and condensations at work in
dreams, and there are those who are altered by psychoanalysis (later,
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Bataille would refer to his own psvchoanalysis in terms of altera-
tion, not cure).” There are those wha see in the psychoanalvtic
text nothing but a gold mine of symbols and those who. on the
contrary, read it as a war machine dirccted against symbolization.
For Bataille, the surrcalists’ poetic dream practice is “the most
degrading escapism,” in the sense that it signals a clear submission
to the law: “The clements of a dream or a hallucination are trans-
positions; the poctic use of the dream comes down to the cele-
bration of unconscious censorship, which is to say, of secretive
shame and cowardice.™!

Against transposition (attacked in a bitter tone in the last article
he published in Documents, “L'Esprjt moderne.et le jeu-des trans-
positions” [The Modern Spirit and the Play of Transpositions]),
Bataille opts for alteration, and indeed he valorizes the “reduction
of repression” as an alteration toward the base: “A return to real-
ity does not imply any new acceptances, but means that one is
seduced in a base manner, without transposition and to the point
of scrcaming, cyes open wide; opening them wide, then, before a
big toe"?? Psychoanalysis is an enterprise of demystification, it
obeys this watchword: “It is first of all a question of altering what
one has at hand™; it makes ink blots on the ego-ideal.’*

“Alteration” is a word with a double use (“the term alteration
has the double interest of expressing a partial decomposition anal-
ogous to that of corpses and at the same time the passage to a per-
fectly heterogeneous state corresponding to what the-Protestant
Professor Otto calls the wholly other, which is to say, the sacred,
realized by example in a ghost”).? But above all the word desig-
nates the low blow carried out against words themselves when one
underscores their double use, a double use most often repressed
but somctimes confirmed by the dictionary when two opposed
meanings are united in the same term. As Denis Hollier remarks,
Bataille had read Freud's study of this question and could only have
been struck by certain of Freud's examples (“In Latin, ‘altus’ means
both ‘high® and ‘deep, “sacer,’ *sacred’ and ‘accursed’™?). Even
more, perhaps, Bataille would havcvl";-j(‘)iced in Freud's acknowledg-
ment, beginning with his Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, of
the organic origins of this alternating redoubling — the double func-
tion of organs that “serve two masters at the same time,” notably
the penis, and the role plaved by the repression of this conjunc-
tion in the development of civilization as of the human subject,
not to mention aesthetic sublimation.?® Even if Bataille's references
to Freud are few and the use he makes of psychoanalysis is unor-
thodox, he finds a model there for the operation of lowering that
he wants to conduct on “evervthing onc has at hand” (on every-
thing that is presented as “clevated” or ideal, that is). Freud is not
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named in “Le Gros orteil” (The Big Toe), perhaps the most stri-
dent example of alteration to which Bataille submits man (the
text pronounces an axiom to which the definitive proof was only
recently furnished by paleontology, namely, that “the big toc is the
most human part of the human body™), but one can read this blaz-

ing fircbrand as a Freudian pastiche: “Whatever the role plaved in
the erection [the vertical position] by his foot, man, who has a light
head, in other words a head raised to the heavens and heavenly
things, sees it as spit, on the pretext that he has this foot in the
mud."?? Freud would insist on the sublimatory function of repres-

sion in the formation of the ego: Bataille will drive in the nail of

desublimation: there is nothing more human than this blob of spit. .. .

that man despises; man ... is this blob of spit. Whence, as wéll, the
heuristic implication of human sacrifice, which does not differ all
that much from the spectacle of the slaughterhouse: if one con-
siders as sccondary

“the u ¢, ,uf the sacrificial mechanism for vari-
ous ends, such as propili;riun or é;([;ialion_" one is driven to retain
“the elementary fact of the radical alteration of the person™ and to
sce that “the victim struck down in a pool of blood, the torn-off
finger, eye, or ear. do not appreciably differ from vomited food™ —
nor from the contemptible, bloody roll of hide in Lotar's photo-
graph.™ This alteration produces the wholly other, to wit, the sacred,
according to the definition by Otto that Bataille would conserve
all his life. But the sacred is only another name for what one rejects
as excremental.

(Sec “Base Materialism,” “Dialcctic,” and “Jeu Lugubre.”)

B

Base Materialism

Yve-Alain Bois

In “La Valeur d'usage de D.ALE de Sade™ (The Use Value of D.ALE
de Sade), a text written in response to Breton's Second Surrealist
Manifesto, Bataille would give his own enterprise (his “project
against projects”) the name “heterology.” The text is not precisely
dated, but it was most likely written at the same time or slightly
after Bataille wrote his final articles for Documents, notably “La
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Mutilation sacrificielle et Porcille coupée de Vincent Van Gogh™
(Sacrificial Mutilation and the Severed Far of Vincent Van Gogh),
where the term “heterogencous™ made its first appearance (auto-
mutilation and sacrifice, among other actions, are qualified there
as having “the power to liberate heterogencous elements and to
break the habitual homogeneity of the individual™).! The formu-
lation of heterology thus coincided with the end of Documents, but
one should not conclude from this that its practice was absent from
the journal. On the contrary, in many respects Documents was the
testing ground for heterology, and the cessafion of its pubhunon
was synchronous with the fine-tuning of this notion. Of course, the
fate of Documents was similar 1o that of other avant-garde magazines
(the publisher, ("“"L T Wildenstein, tiring of his plawthing, got
bored with paving for the broken crockery), but it is possible that
Bataille himself forced the rupture. “L'Esprit moderne et le jeu des
transpositions” (The Modern Spirit and the Play of Transpositions),
the last text he published there (in the same issue, and in the same
vein as the essay “on” Van Gogh), signals in fact an admission of
failure, the failure of art as hetcmgcncous radicality, which is to
say, as nonassimilable: “The works of the greatest modern paint-
ers [Picasso?] belong if you will to the history of art, even perhaps
to the most brilliant period of this hismry, but we should obviously
feel sorry for somcone who does not have a stock of infinitely
more obsessional images to live off of ™" Or again: “We enter the
art gallery as though into a pharmacy, looking for remedies nicely
packaged for admissable illnesses.” Whatever its outrages, art is
the prisoner of its ancient cathartic function and thus, despite
cverything, it remains an agent of social order: it is at the service
of “homogencity.”

&er‘glqg)‘, Bataille writes, is the “science of wha;ﬂ_iig‘m_ircl‘v
Mspcciﬁcs, “The term agiology would perhaps be more
precise, but one would have 10 catch the double meaning of agios
(analogous to the double meaning of sacer), soiled as well as holy.
But it is above all the term scatology (the science of excrement)
that retains in the present circumstances (the specialization of
the sacred) an incontestable expressive value as the doublet of an
abstract term such as heterology.”* Even though Bataille finally gave
up the term “scatology,” which he liked for its “concrete” aspect,
as he said in a note, one should be carcful about the way the sacred
appears here: Bataille quickly realized that the “sacred”™ lends itselt
to confusion (because of its “specialization™ in the “present con-
text”). By “sacred” he means what is “w’holl;’_ﬁ;heﬁ’ which is thus
excluded as such, everything which is wholly other and treated as
a foreign bo The notion of the (hclcrugeneous)‘&u:gn bod)

permits one to note ste the ele 'mentary sublecm; i Ell!ll) between
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types of excrement (sperm, menstrual blood. urine, fecal matter)
rything that can be seen as sacred, divine, or marvelous™
God is only sacred on the same basis as shit. Thus there is no con-

nection whatever between Bataille's sense of the sacred and Breton's
contemporancous reappropriation of the marvelous. Bataille is clear
about this in cven the very first texts he published in Documents,
before he had elaborated the idea of heterology: “The time has
come, when employing the word materialism, 10 assign to it the

meaning of a dircct interpretation, excluding all 1dealism, of raw
phenomena, and not of a system founded on the fragmentary cle-
ments of an idcological analysis claborated under the sign of reli-
gious ties."

In Documents, materialism as Bataille understands it — base mate-
rialism — is the piéﬁéhra(ion'uf hvlci'ology. But heterology has the
advantage of itself signaling c'cc(ion;\\'hilv materialism must

“exclude all idealism™ (which is a far more complicated job than
it might scem), “heterogeneity™ dmgnam from the outset what
is excluded by idealism (by the Qo. capitalism, organized religion,
and so on). But above all, the term “heterology™ has no philosophi-
cal antecedents with which it might be confused, whilc base mate-
rialism must measure itself against a long tradition (that is, the base
materialist must struggle against what onc would call “high™ mate-
rialism). Everything splits into two, even materialism.

Base materialism (of which the informe is the most concrete
manifestation) has the job of de-class(ify)ing, which is to say. simul-
tancousﬁ lowcrmg and liberating from all onlologlcal prisons, from
any "Tun etre” (rolc modeLl(ls prmc:pall\ a matter of de-classing
—n:m\er. of ¢ cxtracnng rom the phllosophlcal clutches of classi-

cal malulahsm which i is notl nothing but idealism idealism in disguisc: “Most

materialists .. have situated dead matter at thc summit of a con-
ventional hierarchy of diverse types of facts, without realizing that
in this way they have submitted to an obsession with an ideal form
of matter, with a form that approaches closer than any other to that
which matter should be This “should be™ is a mode of *homo-
logical” appropriation; it presupposes a standard or normative mea-
sure. On the contrary, the formless matter that base materialism
claims for itself rcscmbleshn;(hi-ﬁg, especially not what it should
b_':. refusing to let itself be assimilated to any concept wha,tcxg&
to any abstraction whatever. For base materialism, nature produces
only unique monsters: there are no deviants in nature because there
is nothing but deviation.” Ideas are prisons; the idca of *human
nature” is the largest of the prisons: in “cach man, an animal” is
“locked up ... like a convict.™®

The question is where to find a support on which to construct
this base materialism, “a materialism not implying an ontology, not
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implving that matter is the thing-in-itselt?” or, from whom to learn
to submit one’s being and one’s reason *to what is Jower, to what
Can Never serve in any case 1o ape a given aulhnrily?" (.'crlainly not
from dialectical materialism, which had “as its starting point, at
least as much as ontological materialism, absolute idealism in its
Hegelian form” But from the Gnostics, for example, whose dualist
philosophy, the Manichacan division of everything, represents one
of the most ancient forms of the lowering sought by Bataille (*it
was a question of disconcerting the human spirit and idealism
betore something base, to the extent that one recognized the help-
lessness of superior principles™).* Bataille also refers to a certain
“present-day materialism.” What is he thinking of? Of psychoanaly-
sis, as the reader of Docum Ud have realized jn the course
Materialism.” which had been pub-

s W,

of reading Bataille's article
lished several months carlier in the journal'’s “critical dictionary™:
“Matcrialism can be seen as a senile idealism to the extent that it
is not immediately founded upon psychological or social facts and
not [sic] upon abstractions, such as artificially isolated physical phe-
nomena. Thus it is from Freud ... that a representation of matter
must be taken."1®

It is not possible to gxplore here, in detail, Bataille’s completely
idiosyncratic rcading é’i‘id (but sce, among other articles in this
volume, “Abattoir,” "]eu‘l‘ugubre." "lsotrupy." and “Conclusion: The
Destiny of the Informe™). However, it is significant to note that
Baaille’s reading is rigarously antithctical to Breton's, in large part
because Bataille, unlike Breton, had actually undcrgone psycho-
analysis (from 1925 to 1929), which played an important role in
freeing him from writer's block. Thus, he knew “that it is not
cnough to explain to a neurotic the complexes that are controlling
his unhcalthy behavior, they must also be made sensible""! Freud
saw the repression of the sexual drives (and the sublimation that
follows from it) as the principal force operating in the formation
of the ego, in human society in general, and in neurosis (which in
this sense is opposed to psychosis). Bataille tries to think the reverse:
Could one succeed in “reducing” repression without becoming
crazy? A partial “lifting” is of course possible; such is perversion.
But Bataille further asks: Can there be a perversion without sym-
bolic “transposition™?!’

“The Modern Sprit and the Play of Transpositions,” with which
Bataille closes Documents, can be read as a commentary on Freud's
essay “On Transformations of Instinct as Fxemplified in Anal Erot-
icism” (1917), in which Freud refines the ideas presented in one
of his earlier texts, “Character and Anal Eroticism™ (1908).!% In
these articles Freud analyzes the famous symbolic transposition of
excrement into gold and establishes the relation between retention
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and defecation (or, in the vocabulary Bataille adopts at this point,
between “appropriation™ and “excretion”). In trying to get at the
origin and development of a perversion, Freud was led down the
path of base materialism (the need to be clean is a “transposition™
of the desire to be dirty and covered with excrement; itis 3 "reac-
tion formation™ against the anal-erotic drive, as lcs(’a‘va} ce, for ex-
ample). Bataille wants to push this even further: he wants to think
that there could be a world without transposition. “The Modern
Spirit and the Play of Transpositions” is a condemnation of art (art
is nothing but another Iayvr of transposition, an i||u-si()n.. a sublima-
tion) and thus, to a certain extent, a condemnation of the two-vear-
long attempt carried on in Documents to link certain out-of-bounds
artistic practices directly to ethnographic phenomena (which is to
say, o social clements. arising from suppused)v-oss n*prt‘nc(l cul-
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tures)." But Bataille, alluding to le(l&hli’m. indicates what could be
a nonsublimated relation to art: “l defyv any collector whatever to
love a painting as much as a fetishist loves a shoe.""> Shortly there-
after Bataille refused to consider the relation between gold and
excrement as a simple displacement. In “La Notion de dépense”
(The Notion of Expenditure), his major thcoretical text of 1933,
from which almost all of his later work developed, Bataille modifies
the psychoanalytical interpretation of jewels: the jewel is associated
with excrement not only by contrast; they share a condition of purce
loss (the jewel is economic waste by definition). The jewel, shit,
and the fetish are all on the level of sumptuary expenditure.'

Fetishism is a perverse form of symbolic transposition (for Freud,
the fetish is an imaginary substitute for the absent maternal phal-
lus). Furthermore, all consumption of art is at least in part fetish-
istic, but this is repressed (the exceptions are pathological and in
recent years have tended toward a negative form of expression: the
iconoclast’s hatred that issues in slashing a Rembrandt or a Barnett
Newman). Bataille was not advocating the spread of fetishistic
behavior in the museum (we might wonder what he would have
thought of the viewer who destroyed the original version of kva
Hesse's Accession 11 by climbing into it). But, in trying to think per-
version as hclcrogencous practice, hc \mpluul\ raised the question
of what a fetishism without transposmon would be. It is precisely
this possibility that Michel Leiris saw in the work Giacometti was
doing at the time of Documents:

Worshipers of those frail ghosts that are our mural Iogi( al, and social
_imperatives, we thus attach uurs«l\e\ lu a lrin\po\t'd fetishism, the
counterfeit of the one that deeply muml(s us, and this bad fetishism
absorbs the largest part of our activity, leaving almost no place for

true fetishism, the only kind that is really worthy, because altogether
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self-conscious and therefore independent of any deception. In the
world of art it is scarcely punihlc to find objects 1\(‘u]|Hur('~ or paint-
ings) capable of responding in some wav to the requirements of this

true fetishism.!”

This “fetishist™ Giacometti was to have a bricf carcer: after
1935 his work would definitively change character. At about the
same moment (between 1926 and 1932) Picasso was also tempted
by excremental nontransposition, but neither Bataille nor Leiris
were aware of this (see “Figure” below). The banner would not be
taken up by other artists until the postwar period; and there again,
shackled as Bataille and Leiris were in relation to the visual arts
by x figurative gesthetic Hubidoser 1o'that oFsirtealidtghén thoy
were aware, neither had any way of paving the slightest attention
to this phenomenon.

In fact, heterological fetishism put in its first reappearance after
World War Il in the form of an attack against the figure (an attack
by means of concreteness, the absolute contrary to a rush toward
the higher realms at the hands of abstraction: like abstraction, but
also like metaphor or theme, the figure is a transposition). Begin-
ning with a kind of kitsch and a practice of sculptural polychromy
that were relatively tame at the outset of his career, Lucio Fontana
arrived at the scatological around 1949. A comparison between
two of his sculptures allows one to locate rather preciscly the
moment at which his work definitively tipped toward the low.
Fontana's Sculptura nera (1947), whose original painted plaster ver-
sion no longer exists, is a kind of crown made of balls of matter,
vertically positioned like one of those flaming hoops that circus
animals are forced to jump through. At the center a vaguély anthro-
pomorphic, vertical excrescence emerges. The crown still bounds
a space (frames it, gives it form), like a stage on which something
is about to happen. This holdover of anthropomorphism and nar-
rative is wholly voided in Fontana's Ceramica spaziale (1949) (figure
17), a mess of blackened matter — gleaming and iridescent, with
an agitated surface — which seems to have fallen there on the ground
like a massive turd. The gcncra] form is cubic, but this cube scems
to have been chewed, ingested, and regurgitated. Geometry (form,
the Platonic idea) is not suppressed but mapped onto what until
then it had had the task of “suppressing by overcoming” (aufheben,
to use the Hegelian verb): to wit, matter. No dialectical synthe-
sis, but the simple interjection of an obscenity into the aesthetic
house of cards. Although he would be most famous for his “slashed”
monochrome canvases, where the iconoclastic gesture has been
“transposed” into an inscription of an overly refined clegance,
much of Fontana’s later work — his sculpture, his pierced paint-
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ings, his canvases grasuc(l with a repulsive icing before being punc-
tured = shares a love for the exeremental that puts them on the
side of the “true fetishism™ Leiris had spoken of.

At this time Fontana was the leader of a little movement (which
included Alberto Burri and Picro Manzoni) in ltaly. In the carly
1950s, Burri, having bricfly exploited a pauperist vein with his
assemblages of burlap bags (an inevitable allusion 1o the many beg-
gars who populated postwar laly), began to burn his materials.
With his attack on wooden siding, connotations of poverty con-
tinued to emerge (slums, makeshift shelters), but they evaporated
at the beginning of the sixties once Burri turned to plastic, the very
material of the “reconsiruction (its spread-jo Europe: coincided
with the Marshall Plan) but also the very type of nonassimilable
waste (figure 5). Demolishing the myth of plastic as infinitely trans-
posable substance, as alchemical miracle, by burning it, Burri pre-
sents it as “wholly other.™™ Burri did not retain this love of disgust
as such for very long: the melted holes of his Combustioni soon
turned into configurations whose sexual imagery was all too read-
able, and his work lost its interest after this overloaded metaphori-
zation of the burn, signaling a replacement of “true fetishism™ by
“transposed fetishism.” Given this rather sorry about-face, it is
likely that Burri was not fully awarc of what he had achieved in his
burned plastics and that the idea of using this material came to
him from Piero Manzoni, a younger artist who worked as early as
1960-61 with rather repulsive (to the Furopean sensibility of the
time) industrial materials, such as pol)‘sl_\'rolbam and fiberglass —
not to mention fake fur.

Manzoni, bursting with frenetic activity (he died at-thirty, vet
left a very large oeuvre), had the luck to find himself an alter cgo,
an artist whom he soon felt he had to attack without mercy, namely,
Yves Klein, whose own career was no less fleeting. Ambition played
a large part in Manzoni's ceascless torpedoing of his rival (as in a
Western, Manzoni seemed to be warning Klein that there was only
room for one of them in the world), and Klein's precisely stated,
ultra-idealist aesthetic helped Manzoni position himself as Klein's
opposite. It was as though Manzoni were saying to Klein, “You
want to exhibit gold: I will exhibit shit; you want to pump up the
artistic ego with your monochromes and your immateriality; I will
put the artist’s breath in red balloons that I will burst™ All Man-
zoni's gestures, from his Achromes on (beginning with the very deci-
sion to purge color), are to be read as so many responses to Klein's
work. At first, in the Achromes covered with kaolin (white clay used
for porcelain), one can only detect admiration, but from 1960 on,
which is to say once industrial matcrials begin to be emploved as
such, the parodic animosity knows no limits.
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In another context (beginning in 1951, several years before Klein
ceven appeared on the scene), Robert Rauschenberg explored the
matcriological vein of the monochrome with his black paintings.
Were these works conceived as an attack on Rauschenberg's revered
professor at Black Mountain College, Josef Albers, and his passion
for the “interaction of colors™? Or were they rather an attack on
the abstract-expressionist gesture? Partly both no doubt, but even
morce perhaps the black paintings canceled the fascination for the
void and for “dematerialization,” both of which had motivated the
white monochromes that Rauschenberg himsclf had made several
months earlicr. While the white paintings are matte and stripped
af all texture &gll the more since the artist would recoat them when
lhc\ bt'cam( dlrl\), the black paintings exude m.m'nalm In the
large polyptych of 1951 (figure 18), the only extant large-scale work
from this first series, sheets of crumpled newspaper are drowned
in the shiny cnamel paint that covers the surface of the painting,
giving the impression that it has been dipped in fresh tar. Some-
times the paint pecls, notably in a somewhat later series (1952-53):
the shiny black enamel tears off in shreds, revealing that its sup-
port is a mass of newspapers. No fragment is opposed to any other
in these pictures, no side relates to another: there is no “structure,”
no figure, a minimum of composition, which was generally left to
chance. The painting is a whole, like the fecal cube by Fontana,
an undifferentiated picce of matter. In hindsighl, Rauschenberg's
Gold Paintings (1953) (figure 7), where gold leaf (and sometimes a
bit of silver) covers sheets of newspaper and other detritus, scem
to be a prescient critique of Yves Klein's Monogolds: rubbing shoul-
ders with other paintings made of mud or other ignoble materials,
verging on kitsch, they give the precious metal’s excremental value
back. Rauschenberg's paintings in dirt or dust (for example, the
extraordinary Dirt Painting [1953] covered with mold) confirm the
adage that Freud quotes in English (where does it come from?) in
“Character and Anal Erotism™: “Dirt is matter in the wrong place.”"
From 1951 until his first Combine Paintings (1955), Rauschenberg's
work is one big celebration of nondialectical, inarticulable waste.

A little later (but independently) Dubuffet would also make
mud paintings and gold or silver paintings (the Matériologies from
late 1959 and 1960 [figurc 45], the least figurative of Dubuffet's
works and thus, perhaps, the only ones within his entire ocuvre
to approach the “truc fetishism™ at issue here). For a long time
Dubuftet had wanted to find a means of “rehabilitating mud™ (
command he had issued in 1946). Unlike Rauschenberg, however,
he could not stop himself from “transposing™ somewhat: his mud
is fake (it is made of papier-miché and mastic). His “rchabilitation”
quickly became decorative, which was no accident (since rehabil-
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itation is uplifting, not lowering). To hold onto the low as low is
not an casy thing, and one could apply to Dubuftet a remark Leiris
jotted in his diary when Documents was in full throttle: “At pres-
ent, there is no means of making something pass as ugl)‘ or repul-
sive. Even shit is pretty™*

Perhaps this is what Bernard Réquichot felt when he wrote to
the dealer he and Dubuffet had in common: “How | would like to
bring several mountains into the gallery. To serve as a backdrop for
Dubutfet”? To swallow up false mud by a mound of real mud, to
muddy painting as such. In fact, if Dubuffet transformed mud into
painting (a transposition in the direction of the high), Réquichot
wransforied paintifpThto ted ihis Reliquaires™th 19 307 vé e wing
a show of collages (whose catalogue's preface was Louis Aragon's
famous essay “Defiance to Painting"). Carl Einstein complained
about the postcubist bastardization of collage, seeing it “in dan-
ger of sinking into the fakery of petit-bourgeois decoration.”*! He
insults Aragon slightly, vet without reproaching him for having left
the glue out of his discussion (it is “not an essential characteris-
tic,” the surrealist poet had written, “a pair of scissors and some
paper, that is the only palette necessary™). Of all Documents’s reg-
ular contributors, Einstein was perhaps the least inclined to fol-
low Bataille to the end, down the slope of base materialism (and it
is wrong to try to assimilate their positions?*). It is thus hardly sur-
prising that this suppression of glue — the glucy reverse side of the
figure that sticks it to the paper, the way roots are a hidden aspect
of the flower — escaped him. But it would be naive to believe that
Bataille would have noticed it either: there again, the limitations
of his figurative aesthetic would have prevented him. Réquichot
retained from collage nothing but the glue, and after having just read
and analyzed “The Big Toe,” Roland Barthes wrotc:

The fund al form of repugnance is agglomeration; it is not gra-
tuitously, for mere technical experimentation, that Réquichot turns
to collage; his collages are not decorative, they do not juxtapose, they
conglomerate, extending over hugc surfaces, thickening into volumes:;
in a word, their truth is etymological, they take literally the colle, the
glue at the origin of their name; what they produce is the glutinous,
alimentary paste, luxuriant and nauscating, where outlining, cutting-
out —i.c., nomination - are done away with.”?

(See “dbattoir,” “Figure,” “Isotropy,” “Jeu Lugubre.” and “Part

Object”)
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C

Cadaver

Rosalind E. Krauss

In their group declaration in support of Charlie Chaplin, “Hands
OIT Love™ (k¢ surrcalists insisted that “in this ‘whole matter it s
happens that Charlot is simply and solely the defender of love.™

As might have been expected, their enthusiasm turns on Chaplin's
decision to override bourgeois morality with his own commitment
to a higher order of values, in which his love for a woman other
than his wife is expressed through the term they translate as mer-
veilleuse, their approval couched as “that woman who is like a flash
of fire, the ‘wonderful’ one, whose face from now on eclipses the
sky for you™

That the marvelous, love, and chance should all braid around
one another in this pacan to Chaplin's spirit of revolt — “Love sud-
den and immediate, before all else the great, irresistible sum-
mons”! —makes this text entirely representative of Breton's notion
of the revolutionary force available to surrealism through its appeal
to Eros. Indeed, for Breton, many parts of the movement's early
apparatus — its burcau of research intended to collect and publish
the texts of dreams, its courting of free association through the
techniques of automatic writing and drawing, and the playing of
surrealist games of chance, its nocturnal urban wandering and vis-
its to flea markets (which the situationists would later call the
dérive) — were devices to release the power of unconscious drives,
which Breton understood almost entirely as libido. 1f, as recent
scholars have begun to argue, Breton's analysis of the marvelous has
as much, or more, to do with the death drive as with the pleasure
principle, if his ideas of objective chance are marked by the uncanny,
and thus the domain of dread rather than that of erotic desire, if
Nadja is less the love story Breton seems to think it is and more a
tale about the return of the repressed, all of this must stand as a
revision of Breton's own account of the movement in terms of the
centrality of love.*

Thus there is a certain irony to be found in the embrace of the
term cadavre exquis (cxquisite corpse) as the collective name for
the various games of chance to which the group turned as a way of
outwitting the rational mind and gaining access to the unconscious.
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BASE MATERIA, 150

For this rubric —taken from the first sentence produced by a sur-

realist version of the party game “Consequences,” in which a sen
tence is written collectively by adding phrases to a picce of paper
on which the previous contributions have been folded away from
view, in this case producing “the exquisite corpse will drink the
new wine"™’ — summons up dcath into the orbit of that space in
which Breton would Ieast want to welcome it.

And indeed the struggle between cros and dcath, between
chance as the unbridled upsurge of endless possibility and chance
as the ultimate version of determination and control (what Aris-
totle would speak of as one form of causality, namely, the automa-
ton), can be’scen’ figared herésin the very.ebjects, tu. whishwhise
name — corpse — was applied. For if there is a quality of anarchic

freedom and explosive creativity in the exotic hybrids produced
by the graphic versions of this technique or in the hyperbolic
images spun by its verbal practice, it has surely escaped no one that
the syntax of these creations is highly determined. The folds that
mark cach participant’s contribution off from the other corre-
spond roughly to the sentence structure (of French) — subject,
verb, object, modifier — on the one hand, and to the anatomical
distribution of the human body into legs, torso, arms, head, on the
other. And indeed, it might be argued, that with such a dependence
on the figure's (or the sentence’s) structure, it is form and thus rea-
son, or consciousness, that rules over the “exquisite corpse.”

But at least as interesting as the persistence of the figural within
this production is the struggle between the two conceptions of
chance that are put in play by the “exquisite corpse,” conceptions
to which two names, Breton and Bataille, must be attached. Since
for all that Breton considered chance an open, ever exfoliating ficld
of possibility brought occasionally into focus by the force of desire,
Bataille was more interested in the jeu lugubre (lugubrious game),
in which a structure rules absolutely over any apparent play of hap-
penstance, a structure of recurrence and compulsion that “auto-
mates” and programs the field in relation to death. Indecd, while
Breton saw the mainstay of surrealist creativity in the poctic image
understood as the random coming together of two disparate lin-
guistic clements, Bataille wrote entirely against the grain of the
poetic and, as Barthes demonstrated in his analysis of Bataille's
L 'Histoire de I'oeil, the startling quality of his writing comes from a
kind of programmatic crossing of a grid of associations in which
nothing is left to chance (sce “feu Lugubre” bclm\)4 .

In this context it would seem more than circumstantial lhal the
very word cadavre would articulate the extreme conflict between
these two men at the end of the 1920s: the one, surrealism’s abso-
lute leader; the other, an alternative to whom many disaffected
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Figure 19
Un Cadavre. broadside,
January 15, 1930
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ex-members (such as Robert Desnos, Michel Leiris, André Masson,
and Jacques Prévert) would turn, making him in Breton's eyes a
kind of internal enemy. When Breton published his attack on these
defectors in The Second .llung[exlo qf Surrealism (1929), saving a
special part of his rage for Bataille, the group responded by print-
ing the broadside Un Cadavre (1930) (figure 19), signed by nine
ex-surrealists, one ex-dadaist (Georges Ribcmnnl-l)rssaignm). and
Bataille himself, whose article “Le Lion chitré” (The Castrated
Lion) accuses Breton of secretly being — despite his self-proclaimed
status as a revolutionary —nothing but a priest: “Here lies Breton
the cow, old aesthete, false revolutionary with a Christ’s head.™”
Although flanked not by Bataille’s text but by Ribemont-
Dessaignes’s “André Breton's Popology™ and Prévert’s “Death of
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a Gentleman,” the large, centrally placed, doctored phumgraph
that produces Un Cadavre's visual impact — of Breton as Christ,
stolid in his coat and tic, his eves closed, his famously leonine head
surmounted by a crown of thorns — obviously reflects Bataille's
analysis more than any of the other signatories, most of whom were
more interested in calling Breton a “cop.” For this image collapses
two of Breton's enterprises onto one another to create a complex
but continuous condemnation. On the one hand there is Breton's
own 1924 broadside, Un Cadavre, launched after Anatole France's
death, from which the accusation “Now that he's dead, we should
prevent that man from leaving any dust behind him” {“1l ne faut,
plus que mort cet homme fasse de la poussiere™] is taken and used
as a caption in the present instance. On the other hand there is
the famous group portrait of the surrealists ranged around René
Magritte’s painting Je ne vois pas la nue cachée dans la forét (1929),
all of them with their eves closed, as if in dream, published in La
Révolution surréaliste (no. 12 [1929)), from which Breton's own
image is extracted and used as the cover illustration.

The Christ with whom Bataille is now identifying Breton is the
very embodiment of what Bataille had contemptuously called “the
simple (paternal) sign of universal homogencity,” which is to say,
a cadaver that has passed beyond a state of rot into dust, having thus
lost the lesson in doubleness and hence heterogeneity that the sac-
rificial rites of more terrifying forms of religion can still deliver.
And it is this same trafficking in the homogencous that Bataille
would accuse Breton of in “The Play of Transpositions,” his text
on surrealism’s play with psychoanalytic ideas of the unconscious
and dream work, an unconscious, oneiric force shackled by Breton
to the service of poctry, which itself serves the religious cause of
an idealism that secks to clevate and sublimate language (see “Abat-
toir” above).

But Bataille cautions, in his text, that he is not unmasking Breton
as a priest and surrealism as a crypto-religion simply out of disgust;
instead he says it is for “technical” reasons. Religion, he remarks,
served in the past to hold out the idea of an afterlife in which the
trials of this one would be redeemed, a kind of mythical resolu-
tion of the castration complex by a benevolent God Father. At pres-
ent, however, because it is clear that only politics will bring about
a change in man’s condition, Breton trics to pass himself off as a
revolutionary. And it is this confidence game, plaved out through a
kind of mystificatory misusc of the domains of otherness — whether
that of the cadaver or the unconscious — that Bataille is determined
to denounce: “A false little man, who has collapsed with boredom
in his absurd ‘treasure troves,” that's good for religion, good enough
for little geldings, for little pocts, for little mystical runts. But
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nothing will be overthrown with a big soft belly, with a library
pack of dreams™

There is another aspect of this image which should be noted,
however, one which brings it into line with Bataille’s repeated
heterological strategy, connecting it further with the unpublished
“La Valeur d'usage de D.ALE de Sade™ (Use Value of D.AE de
Sade) written the same vear. The associations of Breton's visage
with that of Christ's moves in the current of Breton's own most
sclf-aggrandizing and narcissistic posture as proudly leonine, his hair
an encergetic crown (what Bataille will later call Breton's “Icarian
p()slu!'f")A But the article “Le Lion chitré” will associate this lion’s

head not W ﬂﬁi"n}}bili(‘\’ but'With the very image of castration, the
mangy lion, his hair not a magnificent aureole but a flca-bitten
manc, the expression for which Bataille gives as “spittle head™ (téte
a crachats). Thus the very reach for grandeur —for Godhead —is
what will castrate Breton, and unmask him as low. This image is
the scatological gesture to perfection.

(See “Jeu Lugubre™ and “Uncanny.")

D

Dialectic

Yve-Alain Bois

Onc must not confuse dialectics with scission (the division of
everything in two, cach having its high and its low part). The
respective engines of these two operations might run on the same
fuel — to wit, negativity — but the dialectic is gearcd toward a final
reconciliation, toward the concord of absolute knowledge, while
scission, on the contrary, always tries, by means of a low blow that
attacks reason itself, to make the assimilation of the two opposites
impossible. Scission is the basis of heterology as “the science of
the wholly other™ (not only through scission does heterogencity
dissociate itself from homogeneity, but the heterogencous itself
is divided into two: there is a high heterogencous — God, for
example —and a low, excremental one). The dialectic, for its part,
aims only to reinforce homology: homology is simultancously its
toundation, its point of departure, and its point of arrival.
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This argument depends on what we understand by “dialectics.”
For Bataille and his contemporaries, the word incvitably evoked
Hegel. Much ink has been spilled on the question of Bataille's rela-
tion to Hegel: the critical consensus would seem to be that Bataille
was I'undamrnl.\lly anti-Hegelian (or, as Denis Hollier puts it that
he was “only ever Hegelian out of a taste for contradiction™).

Bataille's relationship to Hegel might be summarized as follows:
Bataille published his first attacks on the Hegelian dialectic in Doc-
uments, without knowing much about it (above all with the view
to criticizing surrcalism, Breton in particular, who made constant
reference to it). Begipning,in 1931 — dfier the demisc of Docu-
ments — and until 1934, Bataille participated in the activities of the
Cercle Communiste Démocratique assembled around Boris Sou-
varine. Immersing himself in the works of Marx and Hegel, Bataille
wrote a text, with Raymond Quencau, for the group's journal La
Critique Sociale, entitled “Critique des fondements de la dialectique
hégélienne™ (Critique of the Foundation of Hegelian Dialectics),
which appeared in 1932. In this critique, Bataille mostly cxamined
dialectical materialism's use of Hegel. From 1933 to 1939, Bataille
attended Alexandre Kojéve's lectures on Hegel's The Phenomenol-
ogy of Mind at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, lectures that
would “break, crush, kill him ten times over,” and from which he
and Queneau left “suffocating, skewered.”? From this period on,
with Kojeve as mediator, Bataille maintained an alternately intense
and relaxed, careless and anguished dialogue with Hegel.

But if Hegel ceaselessly grew in his estimation, it was as his cho-
sen adversary, his béte noire. Even when Bataille was an assiduous
student of Kojeve's, he did not hesitate to write (in January 1937):
“Insofar as fascism values a philosophical source, it is attached to
Hegel and not to Nictzsche™! One year later, after having tried
unsuccessfully to interest Kojeve in the activities of the College
of Sociology, he wrote: “Hegelian phenomenology represents the
mind as essentially homogeneous. On this point, recent data on
which I rely [“French sociology,” to wit the work of Marcel Mauss,
and psychoanalysis] agree in establishing a formal heterogeneity
among different regions of the mind." A little further on, Bataille
continues: “Among the various objects of Hcgclian description,
negativity remains without a doubt a representation that is simul-
tancously rich, violent, and charged with a great expressive valuc.
But the negativity I will speak about is of another nature.” (He
then makes a reference to laughter and to sexual activity, before
expounding on the sacred as “wholly other™).*

Bataille is not Hegelian; but is he dialectical? (More precisely,
is he so at the time of Documents or a little later, when he devel-
ops the notion of heterology?) We think not, and there lies one of
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our two fundamental disagreements with Georges Didi-Huberman's
La Ressemblance informe ou le gai savoir visuel selon Bataille (for the
second disagreement, see “Figure™ below). Leaning on the fact that
the term “dialectic™ makes an unremarked-upon appearance in a
text by Bataille for Dacuments (and, to my knn\\'lcdgc, as far as
Bataille’s own contributions to the journal are concerned, only in
this one: “Les Ecarts de la nature™ [The Deviations of Nature]),
Didi-Huberman incessantly makes the thinking of the informe into
a dialectics — a dialectics aimed at the assumption of a third term,
with the Hegelian synthesis neatly replaced by “the symptom.™
"Thc uyormc," "basc materialism,” "l\clcrolog\. and “division _

into two" are 1o our minds all terms that imply the exclusion of
the third term. This dualist mode of thought refuses to resolve con-
tradictions (whence Bataille's interest in Gnostic Manichacanism
and his radical incompatibility with Hegel, despite the fascination
he may have had for the philusuphrr who, as Kojéve remarked,
“does not like dualism™). This mode of thought sets a movement
of asymmetrical division to work, separating high from low and,
through its asymmetry, implying a fall from high to low. In “Le
Cheval académique™ (The Academic Horse), the first long text
Batii’l}gﬁyblishod in Documents, scission is still a bit static, a kind
of oscillating alternation, since the two clements (high and low)
arc not concomitant (somctimes the noble horse, sometimes
monsters, the one excluding the others).” It's in “Le Gros Orteil”
(The Big Toe) that the operation of division really starts to shake
things up: “With their feet in mud but their heads more or less in
light, men obstinately imagine a tidc that will permancntly clevate
them, never to return, into pure space. Human life entails, in fact,
a fury at secing that it nccessarily implies a back and forth move-
ment from refuse to the ideal, and from the ideal to refuse —a fury
that is easily directed against an organ as base as the foot.™ To rea(l
into this back and forth movement something like a dialectic at
work (by overcmphasizing, for example, the phrase “from refuse
to the ideal™) would be quite simply to ignore the motif of rage:
those who suffer from corns on their feet do not like to be con-
stantly reminded that even if one can freely idealize, sublimate, and
transposc, one is still dealing with mud and rot. Even further, man’s
ideal of clevation is itself the cause of his fall. Bataille makes this
point in “Soleil pourri” (Rotten Sun), which appeared one issue
after “The Deviations of Nature™ Icarus fell because he wanted to
get too close to the sun. He did not take into account the sun's
division in two; he only wanted to see the elevated sun, without
considering its base combustion — the error that all those who have
the presumptuousness to look at the sun dlrcclh commit in their
turn. Bataille writes, “In practice the s(ruumud sun can be iden-
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tified with a mental ¢jaculation, foam on the lips, and an epilep-
tic crisis. In the same way that the preceding sun (the one not

looked at) is perfectly beautitul, the one that is scrutinized can be

considered horribly ugly."“ There is no dialectic in the fall; rather
the desire for elevation partakes of the death drive. (Even sublima-
tion in scientific work is not immune: Gustav Fechner, to whom
Freud refers in “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” became half mad
and blind from having stared at the sun too much in the course of
his rescarch on retinal afterimages. ')

For Bataille, there is no third term, but rather an “alternating
rhythm™ of homology and helcrnlog\ of appropriation and cxcre-
tion. Each time that the’ homogenoom raiscs its head and recon-
stitutes itself (which it never stops doing since society coheres only
by means of its cement), the job of the informe, base matcrialism,
and scission is to d'c‘c‘a'p’itatc it. What is at stake is the very possi-
bility of a nondialectical materialism: matter is heterogenous: it is
what cannot be tamed by any concept. In “La Notion de dépense”
(The Notion of Expenditure) of 1933, Bataille calls matter the
“nan-logical JWérence that represents in relation to the economy of
the universe what crime represents in relation to the law.™!! One
might believe that this transgression of the law lcads back to the
dialectic. Not at all: the law (the common measure) simply masks
the fact that there are only crimes — or, as Bataille notes in “The
Deviations of Nature,” that there are only deviations.

In that essay, the term “dialectic” indeed appears (and more
than once). This exception might be explained by the reference
at the end of the article to a lecture that Sergei Eisenstein had just
given at the Sorbonne (though one should not overlook the caveat
that Bataille appends to it: “Without broaching here the question of
the metaphysical foundations of any given dialectic [emphasis added],
one can affirm that the determination of a dialectical development
of facts as concrete as visible forms would be literally overwhelm-
ing™?). Didi-Huberman, exploring the Eisenstein-Bataille connec-
tion in depth, came back with a pcarl that had escaped the critical
literature on Eisenstein: two issues after the publication of “The
Deviations of Nature.,” Documents published a sequence of stills
from Eisenstein's The General Line (1929) — the film whose planned
screening at the end of his lecture at the Sorbonne was interdicted
by the police (the two-page sequence of images is prefaced bricfly
by Georges Henri Riviére, then introduced with a short text by
Robert Desnos beginning with “To render concrete!”, a phrase that
recurs several times in Desnos’s text).'? Stimulated by this find,
Didi-Huberman went on to trace many other ties between Bataille
and the Russian director —including the one, noted long before
by Barthes, between the often “fetishistic™ use of closc-ups in
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Eisenstein’s films and Bataille’s text on the big toe (Didi-Huberman

pursues this affinity by adding to the dossier the Boiffard pho
tographs used to illustrate that Documents article).'* But while
Barthes (and, following him, many Cahiers du Cinéma writers) used
Bataille's text to underscore what, in Eisenstein’s films, contra-
dicted — or at least formed a counterpoint to —formal dialectics
and revolutionary semantics (that is, to the “obvious™ meaning),
Didi-Huberman gives the comparison a rigorously inverse role:
Bataille's interest in Eisenstein would provide the providential
proof that, like the Russian filmmaker, he is a dialectician first
and foremost. Thanks to (;vnrgrx Henri Riviere, we know that
Eisenstein himself chose the stills and arranged their layout for
Documents: had it been Bataille who had made the selection, it is
unlikely that it would have been similar. T imagine him instead
choosing The General Line's famous close-up of the cream separa
tor (figure 21), wherein the mouth of the machine, pointed toward
the viewer, allows one to see several drops of milk pearling its open-
ing just before the ejaculation. As Pascal Bonitzer noted, “these first

drops of ‘milk’ trembling on the mouth of the separator provoke,
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in Eisenstein's very explicit editing, an effect of ecstatic liberation,
of orgasm, only by the dialectical linkage of fragments that, iso-
lated ... are above all anguishing, clearly referring to castration
anxicty and to the part object”" Eisenstein did not like isolated
stills, as Jay Levda informs us,' precisely because in them the dia-
lectic — which is to say, meaning — can collapse.

(Sec “Base Materialism,” “Figure,” “Jeu Lugubre,” “Uncanny,” and
“Conclusion: The Destiny of the quorme.")

E

Entropy

Rosalind E. Krauss

Roger Caillois's example of entropy is simple: hot and cold water
mixing together to settle into a uniformly tepid blandness.' Robert
Smithson’s is only somewhat more complex. To explain entropy
he asks his rcader to imagine a sandbox filled on one side with
white sand and on the other with black.? A little boy begins to run
around the enclosure in a clockwise direction, kicking up the sand
as he goes and mixing together dark grains with light. He is then
told to reverse his course and run counterclockwise. This will cer-
tainly do nothing to undo the movement toward uniformity and
re-sort the two colors into separate ficlds. As his legs continue
to churn, the process of entropy will, irreversibly, only progress
and decpen.

Although both these meditations on the second law of thermo-
dynamics were conceived at more or less the same time — Caillois’s
La Dissymeétrie (Dissymmetry) was first presented as a lecture in
1970; Smithson's “Monuments of Passaic” was written in 1967 —
Caillois's argument reaches back to his earliest, brilliant essays
from Minotaure, which were published in the 1930s. Méduse et Cie
(Medusa & Co.), his 1960 book on the phenomenon of animal
mimicry which expanded the ideas of his 1935 “Mimicry and Leg-
endary Psychasthenia,” works on some of the same material that
now concerns him in relation to entropy, namely, the dissymme-
try between left and right that runs right back from the rightward
spiraling of the galaxies, through the superior dexterity of the right
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side of humans, down to the preference for the right halt of the
nucleic chain in the chemical compounds that make up life. !

This bridge to the subject of mimicry, plus the nature of the
two examples, particularly Smithson’s, could give the impression
that entropy’s import is particularly acute for visual analysis and
most especially for that which concerns modernist painting. For
the image of the erasure of the sandbox’s division between white
and black scems to rhyme very nicely with the photographs from
Minotaure of insccts so perfectly imitating the patterns of their habi-
tats as to vanish completely into the uniformity of one continu-
ous texture. And Ahis in turn suggests that what is at issue is the
queslmn of huundan or con(our. \\huh is to say, of the disting-
tion between figure and ground.

Indeed, in Caillois's car|)’ cssay, the boundary condition is pre-
cisely what breaks down in what he describes as a form of insectoid
psychosis, when the animal is unable to keep the distinction be-
tween itself and its leafy milieu intact (figure 22). Caillois com-
pares this condition to that reported by schizophrenics who feel
themselves dispossessed and even devoured by the space around
them. In the grip of this, he writes, “The individual breaks the
boundary of his skin and occupies the other side of his senses. He
tries to look at himself from any point whatever of spacc. He fecls
himself becoming space. ... He is similar, not similar to something,
but just stmilar. And he invents spaces of which he is ‘the convul-
sive possession.” "4

The steady erosion of figure-ground distinction, which ties the
schizophrenic to what has been termed the “subjective detumes-
cence” of the animal gripped by mimicry,> might indeed seem 10
blend imperceptibly into that clamor for the erasure of distinctions
that characterized the world of avant-garde practice, such as the
call for the collapse of the barrier “separating art from life.” But
more specifically, since the mimicry example apparently addresses
the visual condition of figure-ground, it would scem to resonate
with the ambition internal to “high modernism” to conceive a spa-
tial condition unique to the perceptual modality specific to the
arts of vision, onc that would cancel all separations of figures from
their surrounding spaces or backgrounds to produce a continuum
unimaginable for our carthly bodies to traverse, but into which we
as viewers might casily slide — or glide —in an cffortless, soaring,
purely optical movement.®

And “purity” is, indeed, the operative word in this ideological
drive toward a visualist, or “optical,” dimension. For in sloughing
off the incvitable separations of space as we normally experience
it, in which objects stand apart from onc another and space is dis-
continuous with them, this new optical continuum would be the
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result of what one school would call sublation — as tigure and ground
achicve a new and higher svathesis — and another sublimation, since
the purified space would, in dispensing with bodies, rid itself as
well of all the drives to which bodies are lamentably prone, erotic
and otherwise. As both “sublation™ and “sublimation™ would indi-
cate, furthermore, this act of purification is understood as formal
progress, rather than the reverse: as a process of moving visual form
closer 1o erdos; of visual form divested of its natural accoutrements
and rendered into pure idca.

So it is important to note that the models Smithson actually
built; whether {nilyj,)gady S
min.cdlv\' antivisudlist. For

sulptue. or his wiitings, werne deter-
im the intellectual challenge posed by
entropy was temporal rather than spatial, which is why he liked
the geological metaphor, the idea of a spatial site ra\‘agcd by bil-
lions of vears of uphcaval, which have resulted in the stratifications
of the geological “clock.” Describing such a site, he writes: “Syn-
cline (downward) and anticline (upward) outcroppings and the
asymmetrical cave-ins caused minor swoons and vertigos. The
brittleness of the site scemed to swarm around one, causing a sense
of displacement.

And when he initially conceived of a sculptural model of this
crystalline world, it was in the form of Enantiomorphic Chambers
(1964), a work made up of facing mirrors positioned in such a way
that the viewer placed between them — instead of being multiplied
infinitely in the crossfire of reflections — would both disappear
trom the space ricocheting between the canted, facing planes and
observe the trajectory of his or her gaze bifurcate into multiple,
unsynthesizable vanishing points. It is not just the viewer's body
that cannot occupy this space, then, it is the beholder’s visual logic
as well; Chambers explores what must be called a kind of “struc-
tural blindness.”

Another model for this vertiginous (anti-)visual ficld — antivisual
because it logically crascs any beholder — was the simulacral con-
dition of the mirror itself, the mirror with which Smithson ends his
tour of “the monuments of Passaic™: “I walked down a parking lot
that covered the old railroad tracks which at one time ran through
the middle of Passaic. That monumental parking lot divided the
city in half, turning it into a mirror and a reflection — but the mir-
ror kept changing places with the reflection. One never knew what
side of the mirror one was on. There was nothing interesting or even
strange about that flat monument, vet it cchoed a kind of cliché
idca of infinity.™

When Plato introduces the notion of the simulacrum in The
Sophist, he describes it as a copy that, though identical, has para-
doxically become nonresemblant. Since all carthly objects are
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themselves copies ol forms, it is not the fact of being a copy that
is simulacral, but that of being an untrue, nonresemblant copy. In

Christian doctrine, humanity is made in God's image, but, having

fallen into sin, no longer resembles Him. Christian revelation itself
provides a guide through which the individual subject can map its

way through a thicket of false replicas and back to the inner truth

that would secure resemblance. But in The \.|/~hm. Plato imagines
Figure 23 the possibility of a mapless world, in which there would be no way
Robert Smit to measure, no way to tell the difference between the true copy and

the simulacrum, and thus “what side of the mirror one was on.™
T'his is why, for Smithson, ENLIOpY. was less a condition of boun

daries surmounted within a visualist space mastered by a transcen

dental subject than a function of a structural blindness brought
on by a kind of simulacral riddle that perplexingly has no place in

Roush, 198 space at all (figure 23). Unsurprisingly, for Caillois as well, it is th
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simulacral puzzle that is at the heart of his interest in mimicry.
Caillois tells the story of the praying mantis, the ultimate mimetic
animal, who not only folds itself into a stalk-like immobility through
which it becomes visually indistinguishable from the branches on
which it sits, but outrunning the visual in this domain, uses the
strategy of plaving dead as its main line of defense against preda-
tors. Indeed, so deep is the imitative reflex ingrained in this crea-
ture that it can, when decapitated and thus truly dead, continue
to mime the tunctions of life, such as hunling for food, building a
nest, even laying cggs, all the way up to the ultimate form of its
preservation of life: “playing dcad.™ And like Smithson’s mirror of
Passaic, it is t})is inu-llcc_‘[g_ql vista into the abyss of the undecidable-
into-infinity that fixates Caillois on the prayving mantis: this most
spectacular model of the simulacrum performed as death imitat-
ing life imitating death."

If subjectivity is born through reflexiveness, through the pos-
sibility of consciousness folding back on itself to take cognizance
of itself in the “I think," it is the merely repetitive possibility of
the reflex that undoes the subject, depriving the statement’s “think-
ing" of its ego. Such is the case of the praying mantis, for which
the automatism of “playing dead,” which can occur from the van-
tage of cither death or life, makes it possible to imagine the impos-
sible statement “I am dead” to be projected within this situation.
This utterance, which no person can truly pronounce from the
horizon of its occurrence, but which the mantis exemplifics, dem-
onstrates the way the simulacral condition is coupled with a radi-
cal desubjectivization. For in the case in point, the “am dead” is
truc; but either way, alive or dead, the “I” is not possible.

“l am sceing” is the analogous statement at the level of visual
form. Reflexive modernism wants to cancel the naturalism in the
field of the object in order to bring about a newly heightencd sense
of the subject, a form that creates the illusion that it is nothing
cxcept the fact that “I am seeing [it].” The entropic, simulacral
move, however, is to float the ficld of sceing in the absence of the
subject; it wants to show that in the automatism of infinite repeti-
tion, the disappearance of the first person is the mechanism that
triggers formlessness.

(Sce “Liquid Words,” “Threshole,” and “Zone.")
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“Affirming that the universe resembles nothing and is only informe

amounts to

saving that the universe is something like a spi

spit,” Bataille "wrote in the famous article “Informe;* an entry in’
the Documents “critical dictionary.” The sentence seems contradic-

tory: on the one hand there is the equation “resembles nothing =
informe"; on the other, a vague resemblance is indicated: “some-
thing like..”

There are two ways of reading this double proposition. Ours is
to connect it to a previous one, occurring two sentences carlier in
the text: “Whatever it [the informe] designates has no rights in any
sense and gets itself squashed evervwhere, like a spider or an carth-
worm.” The informe is what must be crushed (or spat out), because
it has no right in any sense, because it does not make any sense,
and because that in itself is unbearable to reason. The informe is
the unassimilable waste that Bataille would shortly designate as the
very object of hetcrology. To say that the universc is informe is to

say that it makes no sense and thus that it should be crushed like a
spider or expectorated like mucous. Bataille’s double proposition
is thus not contradictory, the “something like” not referring to a
resemblance but to an operation; the spit or the crushed spider are
ngt themes (even though it is evident that Bataille chose them as

examples because, besides their character as reject, they escape

from geometry, the idea, morphology). Metaphor. figure, theme, -

morphology, meaning — everything that resembles something,
everything that is gathered into the unity of a concept — that is

what the informe operation crushes, scts aside with an irreverent .

wink: this is nothing but rubbish.

The sccond interpretation of Bataille’s double proposition, from
which we radically differ, puts the accent on the “something like,"
isolates it and thus rcads it as metaphor. This is Georges Didi-
Huberman's reading, set forth in his book La Ressemblance informe
ou le gai savorr selon Georges Bataille. An investigation of resemblance
has been at the heart of Didi-Huberman's work for some time (he
would cheertully admit, 1 think, that this is his basic preoccupa-
tion), and in pursuing that investigation he became interested in
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the texts and images Bataille published in Documents. The caretul
examination to which Didi-Huberman submitted the visual mate-
rial published in Bataille's journal is very rich (comparisons with
the contemporary surrealist magazines, unexpected relationships
drawn between the images appearing in a single issue or linking one
issue to another, the counterpoint between text and image), but,
in our view, his basic hypothesis is false. Generating the oxymo-
ron “ressemblance informe™ (formless resemblance), Didi-Huberman
reintroduces wholesale evervthing the concept of informe, such as
we understand it, wants to get rid of. The theoretical project of
Documents becomes “an.anthropology of resemblance and of cru-
clty”; “the movement of the informe” is declared to be shaking
things up “once the *human face’ is decomposed and resemblances
‘shriek’"; the informe is presented as a “rhythmic condition of
form”; the “concrete™ matter so dear to Bataille becomes “con-
crete, which is to sa’\ﬁgural."‘ Thematic unities reappear (the eve,
or drowning, for example); morphology becomes an essential cat-
egory; metaphor, since resemblance is the major preoccupation of
the book, is a general operator within it.2
“The informe would thus specify a certain power that forms have
to deform themselves constantly, to pass quickly from the like to
the unlike,” Didi-Huberman writes; and in so doing the informe is
thus neatly mapped onto the idea of deformation.} Accordingly, the
slightest alteration ta the human aratgmy, in a painting for example,
would be said to participate in the formless — which comes down
to sa\mg that modern figurative art, in its.quasi- lotaht). wou_!d_bc
swept up into such a defimition. This also implics that the term

informe would cover so cnlarged a realm as to no longer have any
bite. This is the risk one runs in wanting to mcasure the formless
against resemblance or unlikencss at any price, instead of being
aware that “resembles nothing” is ncither to be unlike something in
particular, nor to rescmble something that turns out to be nothing.

Having said that, the interpretation given by Didi-Huberman,
against which I am arguing here (and which goces against everything
that the present project is trying to demonstrate), is not entirely
out of the bluc. In fact, it is paradoxically more or less Bataille's
own, once he sets himself to “applying” the idea of the informe to
the art of his day. Just as the texts in which Freud “applies” psy-
choanalysis to art are much less interesting, with regard to art itself,
than certain essays (including purely clinical accounts) where art
isn't even mentioned, so Bataille's writings in Documents about
modern art are less advanced, particularly with regard to the in-
forme, than his essays on any other subject. And Bataille was not
alone, in this respect, among Documents's contributors: the jour-
nal's entire staff, as diverse as it was, suffered from the same limi-
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tation. One could define this limitation as figurative, or (to accept
Didi-Huberman's argument by inverting it) one could speak of a
limitation duc to one’s being haunted by resemblance.

A perfect example is provided by the Documents's special issuc
devoted to Picasso. In “Recent Canvases by Picasso,” a heavily illus-
trated article that appeared in the preceding issue, Michel Leiris
had sct the tone. He observed that it is very hard to write about
Picasso (most of the texts in the special issue are pure chitchat);
that it is impossible to avoid “the hymns of the Initiates when faced
with the Master™ (Leiris says that one should speak of Picasso in
another way but instantly dis
tributors to this very pious §pccu| issuc); that onc must take issue

beys this rule, as do all the other con-
with the surrcalist interpretation of Picasso (the flight from real-
ity, the Marvelous, the drecam, the symbol); and that one must
instcad insist on Picasso’s rcalism, in that he “digs into,” “mines.”
and “pushes” reality “to its last barricades” because he “knows bet-
ter than anvone the exact weight of things, the measure of their
value, their materiality™

All this, accompanied by the obligalory pacans to the protean
character of Picasso, is repeated with different variations in the spe-
cial issue. The choice of illustrations is not particularly surprising
(one has the feeling of flipping through Cahiers d'art), except for
two illegible scrawls, ink splotches from which a vague silhouette
emerges (a bit like in a Fautrier), cach simply captioned “album
page” but nowhere discussed.> The texts are alternately ordinary
and grandiloquent, lazy and pretentious (the distinction Carl Ein-
stein tries to draw between Picasso and Hegel is no slouch in this
genre), but taken as a whole rather bland.¢

The only essay to rise above this hodgepodge is Bataille's “Soleil
pourri” (Rotten Sun). Though bricf, it only addresses Picasso at
the very end (the text introduces into Documents the idea — dear
to Bataille — of the division of the sun into two, the star “that was
shining at the moment of Icarus’s elevation, and the one that melted
the wax, causing failure and a screaming fall when Icarus got too
close™). Bataille voices his doubt about the possibility of applying
such a dichotomy to painting (although he docs not hesitate apply-
ing it to anything clsc in the journal; it is the very movement of
“base materialism™ to divide anything whatever in two): “it would
be a priori ridiculous to try to determine the precise equivalents
of such movements in an activity as complex as painting.” But, he
adds, “It is nevertheless possible to say that academic painting more
or less corresponded to an elevation — without excess — of the
spirit. In contemporary painting, however, the search for that which
most ruptures clevation, and for a blinding brilliance, has a share
in the claboration or decomposition of forms, though this is, in
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Figure 24

Pablo Picasso,

Guitare, May 1926
String, cloth, and painted
cardboard, 9% x 7 inches
Musée Picasso, Paris

© 1997 Estate of Pablo
Picasso/ARS, New York
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ever so small a degree, only noticeable in the paintings of Picasso."

The “in ever so small a degree” is important: Bataille has rela-
tively little confidence in art (Documents drew to a close with an
acknowledgment of failure, with a condemnation of art as an incluc-
tably idealist form of “transposition™). Furthermore, Bataille saw
art’s trajectory as a kind of dizzying fall through an excess of cle-
vation: art is access to the “wholly other” by means of what Denis
Hollier would later call “high transgression.® But what of “basc
transgression,” of a fall toward the low through which the informe
drags down what it de-classes? For Bataille, art, even Picasso's, is
unable to partake.of low transgression.

However, Picasso had in fact explored this possibility in an
(admittedly exceptional) series of works, roughly contemporary
with Documents. Yet we find nothing in the magazine that relates
to these works: nothing on the little “constructions” made of rags
in 1926 (figure 24), nor on the large Guitare from the same year,
outlined in nails and skewered, its fleshy color evoking painful asso-
ciations with mutilation or skin grafts. Documents makes no com-
ment cither, despite the mortuary smell that emanates from them,
on Picasso's little sand reliefs from 1930: the remains of disaster
sanded over and left gray as dust. And even though Documents was
no longer being published when Picasso (ca. 1931) made the in-
congrously extraordinary, ephemeral assemblage, photographed by
Brassai and composed of the tentacle-like roots of some decapitated
plant, a feather duster, and a bull’s horn (figure 25), one might
expect Bataille to have celebrated it in another venue, so much
does it scem to illustrate his “impossible and fantastic vision of
roots swarming under the surface of the soil, nauscating and naked
like vermin.™ Nor did Documents take any notice of the little Figure
of the same moment, a vaguely anthropomorphic sculpture, it is
true (though the title is not Picasso’s), where a tangle of iron suf-
focates two metal struts. Now — extraordinary cat’s cradle — it is the
very high priest of “transposition,” the one whom Documents had
condemned for the “cooptation” to which he submitted Picasso’s
work since the birth of surrcalism, it is André Breton who became
the great advocate of these objects — the same Breton whom Bataille
had so irritated by his article on “Le Langage des fleurs” (The Lan-
guage of Flowers), from which the above-quoted phrase on the
roots is taken. Breton's enthusiasm for these works is all the more
startling in that he was even more enslaved to a figurative aesthetic
of “deformation” than Bataille. It is doubtless a bidding war that
we sce here. Breton's article appeared in the first issue of Minotaure
(a journal whose name had been suggested by Bataille), which
was published after Documents folded. With Bataille having closed
the final issuc of his magazine by declaring the impotence of art,
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Figure 25.

Brassai,

Le Plumeau et la corne
(sculpture by Picasso),
1933.

Silver print, 9% x4 “inches.
Madame Brassai Collection.
Paris

PIGUKE

Breton dedided to “do a Bataille number” — decided to put the
accent on the “base materialist” side of Picasso that Bataille had
chosen to overlook. It is true that Breton, in immediately plac-
ing himself under the wing of Hegelian dialectics, inverted what
Bataille understood to be at work in the very notion of “base mate-
rialism™; nevertheless, the bidding war harbored several surprises.
Breton had ended The Second Surrealist Manifesto with a diatribe
against Bataille: he took offense at Bataille's attacks against Hegel,
at his usc of Sade, at his “antidialectical materialism.” In addition
to “The [ anguage of Flowers,” Bataille's “Figure Humaine™ (Human
Face) had enraged him. Breton had been particularly irritated by

* thié pafalfcl Bataile drew between the place “of the ego in the

metaphysical whole” and “that of a fly on the nose of the orator.*
The manifesto then elaborates on the fly (with quotations from
Lautréamont) and finally declares: “The only reason we are going
on at such length about flies is that Mr. Bataille loves flies. Not
we: we love the miters of old evocators, the miters of pure linen
to whose front point was affixed a blade of gold and upon which
flies did not settle, because they had been purified to keep them
away.""" The opposition could not be more marked (the “pure
linen™ as opposed to the fly specks), to which Bataille mighl have
had the fun of retorting: “If you had really read your Freud, you
would know that it's a finc line between gold and shit.”
Yet Breton reports in his Minotaure article:

Among the many pictures and objects that Picasso showed me that
day...there was a small unfinished painting... the center of which
contained simply a large impasted lump. After checking that it was
dry, Picasso explained to me that this painting was meant to repre-
sent a picce of excrement, as, indeed, would become quite evident
once he had placed the relevant flies in position. He only deplored
the necessity of using paint for want of a suitably durable genuine
dried excrement, and rcgrclled especially the lack of onc of those par-
ticularly inimitable turds that he sometimes noticed in the county at
the time of year when children eat cherries without bothering to spit

out the stones.

Breton does not stop there: he is too aware of the very Bataillian
(antitranspositional) character of this passage. His next sentence
is intended as a refutation of the heterological thesis concerning
unassimilable waste (the excremental “wholly other,” which is also
the sacred): “The predilection for such cherry stones in this situa-

tion scems to me, | must say, to provide the most objective proof

possible of the very particular interest that the relationship between
the unassimilated and the assimilated should arouse: a relationship

8¢



whose variations, in terms of the benefit to mankind, may well be
Lonsldor(‘d the essential motivating force of artistic creation.” The
pcroratlon thal follows, also directed against Bataille (and more par
ticularly against “L’Esprit moderne et le jeu des transpositions™
[The Modern Spirit and the Game of Transpositions], the very text
in which Bataille signals a certain failure of art), marks a return to
idealization, to the symbolization characteristic of surrealism: “Any
slight and passing repugnance that might have been aroused by this
solitary lump around which the painter had not yet started to weave
his magic was more than exorcised by such considerations. 1 even
caught my lf\lsp,allzu\g lh;, ,\h,m\ hrand new ﬂus v«hxch Picassa
would conjure up.™!

Despite this final pirouctte through which Breton crases what
he had just written, so as to make Picasso into the genius of trans-

figuration (and thus vet again, of the Marvelous), Breton has none-
theless agreed for a moment to put his nose in the manure. He
would seem to be ready to countersign Jacques Lacan's famous dic-
tum (doubtless indebted to Bataille): “We have to get our colors
where they're to be found, that is to say, in the shit™"* Thus there
was indced a flecting trespass onto Bataille's territory. It would have
been wonderful to sce how the latter would have reacted, how he
would have pointed out that even when Breton manages to inter-
est himself in fly specks, he cannot stop himself from recurring to
the “pure linen” of “artistic creation,” to the “magic” that allows
one to “exorcisc ... repugnance.” Finally, one hopes that Bataille
would have picked up on Breton's documentation of the excre-
mental vein in Picasso’s recent production and begun to reconsider
the role that “base transgression” played in Picasso's work. But no.
In the brief and hostile review he published of Minotaure's first
issuc, the frustrated Bataille restricted himself to calling attention
to the “very beautiful reproductions of sculptures and drawings by
Picasso” and declaring: “André Breton's article on Picasso adds
nothing to the essay by the same author collected in Surrealism and
Painting™* — a claim that is obviously false.

(See “Base Materialism,” “Dialectic,” “Gestalt,” and “Jeu Lugubre”)
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Figure 26.

Michelangelo Caravaggio.
Narcissus, 1596-97.

01l on canvas.

44 x 36% inches.
Palazzo Barbarini, Rome.



G

Gestalt

Rosalind E. Krauss

Here is an apparent contradiction. The Gestalt psychologists speak
of perceptual space as “anisotropic,” which is to say, fundamen

tally nonsymmetrical. Unlike the space of the physicist, the phe-
nomenologist's ether is heavier at the bottom than it is at the top,
denser in back of objects than it is in front of them, and ditferent
on the right side than on the left. Made, then, in the self-image of
the human subject — subject to gravitation, ventrally sighted, dex-
trally favored — perceptual space is in this sense a projection of that
subject, returning the perceiver’s own potential image as though
in an invisible mirror.

But the Gestalt psvchologists also speak of this same experien-
tial space as fundamentally centered, and thus deeply symmetrical,
since radial symmetry, rotating in all directions around a point, is
the most complete form of spatial balance. And indeed when the
psychologist goes on to speak of the Gestalt itself, the figure which
is sensed as well-built, as most securely hanging together, as guided
by the rules of “good form™ to constitute a whole rather than a
shapeless mass of inchoate tragments, it will be symmetry and par-
ticularly center that will ballast these rules. For no matter how
riven the body is, between up and down, front and back, and right
and left, and thus how unequal the spatial coordinates, it is the
centering of the conscious subject through the experience of the
Gestalt itself as centrically organized image that is continually
mapped onto this perceptual field.

Writing his essay on the mirror stage in 1936, at the height of
Gestalt psvchology's influence, Jacques Lacan scized on this model
of the Gestalt's “good form™ as securing the centered subject,
which is to say, of being the first instance for the infant of finding
in visual space a figure of coherence, balance, and wholeness which
will model the possibility of subjective stability and will thus serve
to prefigure the “I". Arguing that “this Gestalt — whose pregnancy!
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should be regarded as bound up with the species, though its motor
style remains scarcely recognizable — by these two aspects of its
appearance, symbolizes the mental permancence of the 1, at the
same time as it prefigures its alicnating distination...."* Lacan
accepts the Gestaltists' terms for the permanence of the image
(“these two aspects,” namely, that it be bounded and symmetri-
cal) and only adds that the mechanism of identification — insofar
as the image is necessarily external to the subject because seen in
a mirror — will ultimately be alienating.

What Lacan docs not mention, however, is that that image, as
seen in the mirror, will also be upright. There might of course be
confusion about this si

> cc, if the anthropologist in us imagines an
origin for this mirror “sééne.” set not within mndcrn-da;\' domes-
tic spaces but at some chronologically remote origin of the spe-
cies, we would imagine the child — Narcissus-like — bent over the
reflective surface of a pool of water, finding the source of his imago
spread on a horizontal ficld. Indeed, Lacan's own intense fascina-
tion, in the 1970s, with the Palazzo Barbarini's painting of Nar-
cissus by Caravaggio (figure 26), in which a beautiful, rustically
clad boy kncels at the edge of a pond, his bent head and arms
forming a continuous arch echoed exactly by the glassy reflection,
might seem to confirm this site of the image as a horizontal plane.
This would, however, overlook the configuration of the image
wrought by the painting itself, in which the reflection redoubles
the crouching body to turn it into an elegantly elongated oval, and
the symmetry of the composition wheels around the central point
cstablished by the figure's projecting knce. It is the painting itself,
then, that converts the actual bodily position into a visual Gestalt,
thereby dramatizing that for the subject of vision, the subject who
is using the image to stabilize his own cgo around a center of con-
sciousness, all images — whether scen on a horizontal plane or
not — will enter the space of his or her imagination as upright:
aligned with the verticality of that viewer's own body.

Within this rcasoning about perceptual logic, “secing” bifur-
cates into two distinct functions: with the vision of animals focused
on the horizontal ground on which they and their prey both travel,
a vision that is therefore, in certain ways, merely an extension of
the sense of touch; but with the sightedness of mankind recharac-
terized as “beholding” Qualified by its acknowledgment of the dis-
tance that separates the “beholder™ from his object, the gap built
into the human perceptual relation is what provides a space for all
those varicties of vision which scparate man from animals: contem-
plation, wonder, scientific inquiry, disinterestedness, aesthetic
pleasure. And in turn, the distance built into the very mechanism
of beholding is a function of the upright posture with its dissocia-
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Figure 27
L-Schema from Jacques
Lacan. Ecrits (1966)

LY S—

(moi) a

tion of vision from the horizontality of the ground. “We arc able
to behold things in a planc perpendicular to the direction of our
gaze,” the psychologists wrote, “i.e., in the planc of fronto-parallel
Pragnanz and of transparent distance.”! The “beheld” image will
thus be vertically oriented within the visual field, since it will be
experienced as “fronto-parallel” to the viewer's upright body.

The consequences of this verticality had been spelled out by
Freud as carly as his Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905)
and again in Civilization and Its Discontents (1930), in which he also
speaks of the restructuring of unconscious processes as a conse-
quence of man's “erecting himself from the earth.™* The imbrica-
tion of animal vision not only with touch but even more with
smell, intimatcly tied seeing and sexuality. But as a result of man’s
newly won vertical posture, the localized sensory relation to the
sexual organs is permitted an added visual dimension, since now
“its interest can be shifted away from the genitals on to the shape
of the body as a whole.”s This dimension, a function of the expe-
rience of the Gestalt (shape ... as a whole), Freud then describes as
“sublimation,” a diversion of libinal energy away from its original
crotic goals to refocus it “in the direction of art”

This intersection of visual form (Gestalt) and psychoanalysis is
given vet another twist in the Lacanian conception of the way the
mirrorlike Imaginary acts as an important relay for the linguistic
dimension he calls “Symbolic.” In Lacan's L-Schema (figure 27),
the relationship between the Symbolic site of the unconscious —
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also termed “the Other™ —and the ego is figured through a double
arrow, one pointing dircctly at the pole of the ego, the other loop-
ing its way through the other corners of the diagram and thus trav-
crsing the Imaginary before it reaches this ego or 1 The first
arrow diagrams the sense in which the subject’s meanings arise not
from himsclf as their source but in the chain of signifiers that struc-
ture the field of the Symbolic and, by substituting themscelves for
him, produce him as their function. In this sense, the subject of
the Symbolic is himself fragmented and dispersed, caught up in a
svstem of displacements. But the sccond arrow, which threads the
unit of the sign ll}rq}sgh, the Imaginary process,.indicates the way
in which meaning itself is relaved 1o the suhj‘vcl (now reconstitu-
ted as ego) via the Gestalt, which is to say, by means of a state of
hanging-togetherness, or unity, with which he himself identifics.
The Imaginary, that is, continues to play a part in the S)‘mhuli("s
meaning-cflect, insofar as the Gestalt provides the illusion that
meaning itself is, first, resolvable, unifiable, univocal, one; and, sec-
ond, a reflection of the subject, as in a mirror, thus belonging to
the subject, arising from him.

And if, to move this relation between Symbolic and Imaginary
even one step further Lacan names the master significr in the lin-
guistic chain “the phallus." this is not simpl)‘ because the phallus
(as mark of sexual difference) operates the pure differentiality that
is necessary to section off one signifier from another in the linguis-
tic chain, but also because the very generation of meaning inter-
pellates the subject into its system through the mirrored relay of
phallic-unity-as-Gestalt-as-cognitive unity. In this sense we could
sav that Lacan widens the ficld of the Gestalt from vision to signi-
fication, sprcading its net to the phallic “one™ as mc.ming/hcing

No such conncection would have surprised Bataille less. For the
logic set up by his little “Informe” bombshell tied formlessness
not only to a visual field in which the world refuses to take on the
unity of a set of Gestalts, resembling instead the inchoateness of
the blob of spit or the crushed spider, but located it at the same
time within the cognitive categories through which meaning is
built. And in the word he uses for the obstruction of those cate-
gories — déclasser — he adds the necessary revectoring that must
accompany the work of formlessness, since folded into this word
is not only the idea of stripping off the “mathematical frock coats”
of the categories, but also that of lowering these integers — whether
visual or cognitive — from their upright position as vertical Gestalts,
by knocking them off their pedestals of form, and thus bringing
them down in the world.

(See “Horizontality™ and “Isotropy.”)
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Horizontality

Rosalind E. Krauss

1tis sexeral weeks before May Day. 1936, in a big loft facing onto

Union Square, in New York City. David Siqueiros, Mexican revo-

lutionary, Communist, and major mural painter, is directing a large
group of young artists in the construction of banners and floats for
the upcoming parade. Among these are two of the younger Pol-
lock brothers, Jackson and Sande. The atmosphere is very differ-
ent from The Art Students League, where Jackson Pollock had
spent several vears in the painting classes of Thomas Hart Benton.
For Siqueiros's talk, endlessly political, is a loud and cnergetic
harangue against cascl painting. Canvas and oils are the outworn
conventions of a dying bourgeois culture, he exults. “Down with
the stick with hairs on its end.” he commands.!

And truc to his position, the paintbrush is far less in evidence
during the preparations than is the spraygun, since many of the ban-
ners are made by placing stencils onto stretches of material laid
on the studio floor and spraying color around them to produce
superimpositions of negative silhoucttes. In the formerly industrial
space of this loft there are no easels to be seen, and gradually the
floor becomes a strange palimpsest of sprayved color and dribbled
commercial cnamel as the banners are created and then removed,
to be mounted onto the supports that will thrust them high into
the air: the images and messages of world union.

At this moment in the mid 1930s, then, Siquciros’s signal to
Jackson Pollock was strangely mixed. The floor had become a pro-
duction site that was

tin direct opposition to the vertical axis
of the casel of the artist’s studio, or the wall of the bourgeois apart-
ment, or the high-cultural ideals of the muscum. But the product
of this horizontal site was cultural nonetheless in that it contin-
ued to be a representation — the inevitable verticality of its Gestalt
left entirely intact. Siqueiros had preached a lecture against “cul-
ture,” but he had continued to consolidate culture’s ally in the form
of the sublimated ficld of the image.

That the horizontal plane might be understood as an axis at var-
iance with the vertical orientation of the canvas was a position
Walter Benjamin had already sketched in the late teens, when he
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theorized a distinction between drawing and painting. *We should
speak of two cuts through the world's substance,” he wrote, “the
longitudinal cut of painting, and the transversal cut of certain
graphic productions. The longitudinal cut seems to be that of
representation, of a certain way it encloses things; the transversal
cut is symbolic, it encloses signs™ More than half a century later
a similar opposition between vertical and horizontal ficlds would
be claborated by Leo Steinberg, similar in that here, too, pictorial
representation, with its alliance with the space around us and thus
with something Steinberg abbreviated as “nature,” was contrasted
with the ficld of written signs, or what he analogized to printers’
forms, or flatbeds, in which lines of type cast in lead are set, their
necessary horizontality alrcady forecasting the reader’s orientation
to the printed page.! The horizontal cast of this kind of imagery —
horizontal despite anv particular position in which it might be
encountered (as Benjamin wrote, it is “the internal meaning™ that
remains horizontal) - Steinberg related to what he called the “flat-
bed picture plane,” and he aligned this new conception of the
horizontally laden canvas with “culture.”

In the carly 1940s Pollock had experimented with automatic
writing along with other New York painters, such as Robert Mother-
well, William Baziotes, and Matta, in a collective effort to make
contact with what was then being deemed the most important
force in man's world: the unconscious. It was not just the surreal-
ists, now residing in New York, who were addrcssing this force,
but also important local figures, ones who were especially close
to Pollock, such as John Graham. But Pollock’s experiments with
automatic writing — claborated as a kind of numerological and
alphabetic doodling— done at the scale of important pictures,
such as Stenographic Figure (1942), carried with them a doubly
disappointing message. If the unconscious was a force at war with
“culture” (seen as a form of libidinal energy that could only pro-
duce a civilization shackled — in Freud's terms — by its own “dis-
contents”), then the ficld of writing, itself fully programmed as
cultural, cannot track this force. Second, the painting made clear,
written signs sct within a pictorial ficld cannot not hold out against
the fronto-parallel organization of the Gestalt, with its drive to
verticalize everything as image, to align everything in accordance
with the viewer's upright body. Not only were the stenographic
doodles in Pollock’s picture made in the image of culture rather
than that of the unconscious, but — rising into the ficld of the ver-
tical - they were also recast in the image of form.

In the name of the unconscious, Pollock wished to strike against
form, and thus against the axis of the human body. But equally in
the name of the unconscious, Pollock needed to strike against cul-
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ture. And the move he went on to make in the opening days of
1947, circling back somchow 1o the logic of the loft on Union
Square, was to sweep the horizontal ficld of writing off the table

that made it a surrogate for “culture,” and dump it —as so much
trash — onto the floor of Siqueiros’s anticultural revolt. The floor,
Pollock’s work seemed to propose, in bcing below culture, was out
of the axis of the body, and thus also below form.

It was thus in January 1947 that Pollock first lowered a vertical
painting covered with the totemlike figures he had been painting
in the previous months onto the floor of his studio and defaced
their vertical bodics with an interlaced dribble of thinned paint.
But this gesture quk“kly gave way o a new Iogii‘: one need not lit-
erally deface the image of a body in order to attack the verticality
of the axis the body shares with culture; it was cnough to attack
the axis itself to undermine the two together.

That Pollock was intent on asking his viewers to sce the newly
invented idiom of his “drip pictures” via the site within which they
had been made — the horizontality of the floor onto which the ver-
tical had been lowered — becomes clear in a work like Full Fathom
Five (1947) (figure 28), the dripped and encrusted surface of which
bears nails, buttons, keys, tacks, coins, matches, and cigarette butts.
This heterogencity of trash which Pollock dumped onto the paint-
ing in the course of its execution testifies not merely to “the inter-
nal meaning” of the work’s horizontality but also to the “bassesse”
of this condition.

The debris of Full Fathom Five could be thought to have been
rescued somehow and resublimated by the clegance of its very lit-
erary title, coming as it does from the famous lines of Shakespearc’s
The Tempest: “Full fathom five thy father lies; / Of his bones arc
coral made; / Those are pearls that were his eyes: / Nothing of him
that doth fade, / But doth suffer a sea-change / Into something rich
and strange.” And indeed it is the extraordinary literariness of most
of the titles in this first group of 1947 drip pictures — titles such
as Sea Change, Reflections of the Big Dipper, Galaxy, Watery Paths,
and Vortex — that collectively tend to mask the import of lowness
encoded onto Pollock’s assumption of the horizontal. Since none
of these titles were Pollock’s own, however, but were instead the
contributions of Ralph Manheim, a ncighbor to Pollock’s relative
isolation in Springs, Long Island, and the translator of Thomas
Mann, the pretensions to “literature” are easily explained. But what
the titles all capture nonetheless, if not the intentions to lowness,
is the viewer's new relation to the canvas as though it were a ficld
onto which he or she were looking down. What is unmistakable,
the titles suggest, is that the axis of the image has changed.

But beyond the titles and the trash, it was Pollock’s mark that
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Figure 28.

Jackson Pollock,

Full Fathom Five, 1947.

01l on canvas with nails,
tacks, buttons, key, coins,
cigarettes, matches, etc..
507% x 30% inches.

The Museum of Modern
Art, New York. Gift of Peggy
Guggenheim.

© 1997 Pollock-Krasner
Foundation/ARS, New York.
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testified to the horizontal import of the drip pictures, an “inter-
nal meaning” they would retain even after they had been lifted off
the ground on which they had been made and onto the wall on
which they would be viewed. Dripped and tlung from sticks or
disfigured paintbrushes, the mark was composed of thinned oil or
commercial enamel that would lace over the supine canvas surfaces,
now increasingly left unprimed. This mcant that, in places, the
poured line would leach out into the weave of the canvas like a
viscous, oily stain, while in others the filaments would sit high and
ropey on top of one another, and in still others the paint would
puddle up and dry unevenly, its crusty surface pulling into scummy-
looking scabs. What would never occur in a Pollock made between
1947 and 1950 would be the kind of “runoff™ so characteristic of
the other abstract expressionist painters, from Arshile Gorky to
Willem de Kooning to Robert Motherwell — the vertical spills and
drips that declared the original site of the painting to have been
the upright of easel or wall.

The power of Pollock’s mark as index meant that it continued
to bear witness to the horizontal's resistance to the vertical and that
it was the material condition of this testimony — the oily, scabby,
shiny, ropey qualitics of the self-evidently horizontal mark — that
would pit itself against the visual formation of the Gestalt, thus
securing the condition of the work as formless. It makes no differ-
ence that the most prestigious reception of Pollock’s work in the
years succeeding his death would read past this mark, repressing
its implications by a series of complicated recodings that turned
the metallic paint into transcendental fields and the ropey networks
into hovering, luminous clouds, thereby attempting to resublimate
the mark, to lift it into the field of form. The mark itself not only
sits there on the surface of the works for anyone to read, but its
subversive intent was perceived by a whole series of artists who felt
authorized in their own interpretation of Pollock’s art by the series
of photographs Hans Namuth had taken in 1950 of Pollock work-
ing, photographs that underscored the issuc of horizontality and
its operational import for what Robert Morris would come to term
“anti-form.”

The operational character of Morris’s thinking turned on the
distinction he made between the “well-built” and the uncon-
structed, the former being everything man has fashioned to resist
the dispersive force of gravity —including, in the field of art, the
stretchers that support canvas, the armatures that hold up clay,
and all the other rigid matcrials, from marble to bronze, that are
deployed. A function of the well-built, form is thus vertical because
it can resist gravity; what yields to gravity, then, is anti-form. Thus
for Morris it was not the thematics of trash or mess or tangle —all
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of which are images of something in their own way — that was per-
tinent to anti-form, I”” ‘h\ Il"!“‘l(‘{‘l\\ ”‘!l \\H\ll*! ”l,lLl llu torce
of gravity apparent as it !v\l”«'\l form apart: “r indom piling, loose
stacking, ’unfiny,“'

Accordingly Morris himself conducted certain of his first experi
ments in anti-form as a kind of retracing of Pollock’s own steps.
Morris spread immense stretches of felt onto the floor of his stu
dio and cut a lincar pattern into their surfaces. The pattern meant
that as long as the material remained on the floor the work would
appear to organize itself in relation to image, to Gestalt, to form
But Morris. would then raise these felts onto the wall, suspending
them from hooks, so that gra{ll) wauld pull apart their surfaces
into gaps of disturbing irregularity (sce figure 13). Now scattered,
the pattern would disappear; insttad, the gaps would become the
index of the horizontal vector understood as a force constantly
active within the vertical field —a force that had been put in play

in a move to disable the very formation of form
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Figure 30, !
Andy Warhal, {
Dance Diagram, 1962. |
Acrylic on canvas, i
72 x 54 inches,

Qnnasch Collection, Berlin.
©1997 Andy Warhol |
Foundation of the Visual .
Arts /ARS. New York, ;

Andy Warhol had yet another response to the self-evident hori-
zontality of Pollock’s paintings —one which began in 1961 with
Warhol's decision to transform himself from cc ial artist to

avant-garde painter. Stretching blank canvas in front of his doorway
so that visitors would walk over it, Warhol set out to experiment
with the message encoded in both his paintings and his photo-
graphs. Like the Gutai artist, Kazuo Shiraga (figure 29), it was the
mark interpreted as footprint that interested Warhol, who pushed
this as well in the direction of those critics who spoke of Pollock's
painting as the registration of a kind of choreography. By 1962
Warhol would translate this into his Dance Diagrams (figure 30).
He was careful to install these paintings prone on the floor (both
in their first exhibition at the Stable Gallery and in one of his car-
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Figure 31.

Andy Warhol,

Oxidation Painting, 1978.
Mixed media and copper
metallic paint on canvas,
78 x 204%: inches.
Private Collection.

© 1997 Andy Warhol
Foundation of the Visual
Arts/ARS, New York.




liest major exhibitions, in 1965) because it was only trom this posi-
tion that these works could expand past the cultural associations
of the diagram to the kitsch content of the mass-cultural experi-
ence they represented, and because it hooked this aspect back into
the bassesse of Pollock's mark.

But Warhol's most transgressive reading of this bassesse was the
scatological one, in which the gesture that a standing man makes
by spilling liquid onto a horizontal ground is simply decoded as
urination. Whether Warhol conducted this reading in 1961 in the
small group of “piss paintings” he claimed to have made at that time
is hard to determine since the only trace of those works is the one
“reproduced” in an avant-garde journal in 1976, the same year that
Warhol émbarked on his scries called Oxidation (figure 31).* These
mammoth canvases, covered in metallic paint, were indeed made
by inviting friends to pee on their surfaces, the uric acid creating
the whorls and halations of what can often resemble the action
painter’s gesture. And one of the inescapable connotations of the
Oxidation pictures is that the machismo that surrounded action
painting — the legendary womanizing and boozing and fighting of
its artist-“hcros” — was now being recoded. For Warhol's “urinary™
reading of Pollock’s mark was insisting that the verticality of the
phallic dimension was itself being riven from within to rotate into
the axis of a homoerotic challenge.

Indeed, the interconnection between the Gestalt and the phal-
lus had been part of Jacques Lacan's theory of the mirror stage since
the 1950s. A scries of later analyses generated by French and Anglo-
American feminism — from Luce Irigaray and Raymond Bellour
to Laura Mulvey and Stephen Heath — would also argue that the
vertical is what is at stake in this connection.® The elaboration of
fetishism in relation to popular culture, particularly film, increas-
ingly became the site of such analysis, with the visual Gestalt of the
projected female body being the phallic symptom of the viewer's
castration anxiety: simultaneously the proof of sexual difference
and the site of its denial, since the woman's body, frozen and remade
into the elegant Gestalt of wholeness, would thereby be “rephalli-
cized” through the reassuring action of form.

It is in relation to this discourse about the vertical import not
of high culturc but, from its place within film theory, of mass cul-
ture that Cindy Sherman's work needs to be read. Since Sherman's
medium has always been the photographic sites of mass-cultural
experience — from the film still, to the centerfold, to the backlit
advertising panel — within which the image of woman is suspended,
she has had to examine this phallic condition of the fetish. But the
fact that she has examined it from within the discursive space that
leads back to Pollock, the discursive space that had been examin-
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ing the operational power of the informe within the American avant-
garde (1o name only her own immediate context) for over three
decades, has meant that Sherman is not merely interested in repeat-
ing the structures of the fetish but in subverting them. It turther
means that one of her most powerful weapons in this process is the
rotation of the image out of the axis of the vertical and onto the
horizontal of the informe.

(See “Gestalt,” “Liquid Words,” and “Conclusion: The Destiny of
the Informe.”)

I

Isotropy

Rosalind E. Krauss

We dream in images, Freud said. When the unconscious takes
over, under the cover of sleep, we “regress”; we develop backward,
retracing those paths that had led us up to the higher orders of cog-
nitive power in the manipulation of words or symbols, back down
toward an earlicr, preverbal world of image-objects.

And vet, the vocation of the dream is the expression of a wish,
the formulation — no matter how repressed, or censored —of a
desirc. Wishes cannot be manifested outside the domain of lan-
guage, bevond the predication of “wanting” and a desiring subject
to predicate it. Thus, argues Jcan-Frangois Lyotard, if the dream is
imagelike, it is not because it has rid itself of language but because
it has forced language into the world of image-objects, making it
spatial.!

To illustrate this spatialization, he offers the example of the
picce of paper which has been crumpled so that the writing which
had spread itself out along its formerly extended surface is now
wadded together in a compressed lump. Within the folds and
wrinkles of this lump, formerly dispersed parts of speech now
make contact as certain words go into hiding behind others. Pre-
ceding this process, however, another spatial activity had already
occurred, as certain parts of the paper were preselected to resist
the general compression, making sure that those fragments would
remain intelligible.
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Ivotard asks us to imagine a banner that bears the inscription,
in two lines, “Révolution / d’Octobre” The wind is blowing in
such a way that, in the first line, only “Rév...on" can be scen, and,
in the second, “d'O .. r" Freud calls the activity which determines
that these letters rather than others will surface, “displacement.”
While the action that brings the letters into a unity, allowing them
to be reinterpreted — for example, as “révons d'or” (let’s dream of
gold) — thereby connecting this new constellation with the fantasy
that lies at the core of the dream, he had called “condensation.”
But both processes operate topologically on a spatial field: to reor-
ganize it formally, to-reconfigure it, to reproduc it as pattern. The
result is like the rhymes in a poem that pull dispersed lines back
into another form of association, or like rhythmic relations that
metrically organize music or speech. All of these, Lyotard insists,
are figurative, formal relations, and all of them imply a spa(iali-
zation of the discursive material of desire.

The synchronic domain of space and form would seem to imply
that the dream — and thus the work of the unconscious - is open to
a structural account, for structure is after all what reconstitutes the
successive, diachronic field of speech or narrative into the formal
dimension of the diagram, the table, the graph. It is this that allows
the structuralist to examine the relations between units, cach held
in place by the grid that maps it into an isotropic space of regulated
and equal parts through which to observe the play of identities and
differences. And indeed Freud's own analysis of the fantasies that
form the structural core of a dream or the stuff of compulsive
behavior is often cast as a kind of structural analysis of the fanta-
sy's linguistic material. For, like the structuralist, Freud had to take
the surface elements of the narrative and demonstrate the way these
are the transformations of an invisible matrix, or order, which his
own analysis had reconstructed as though he were an archacolo-
gist reconstructing a vanished city from its scattered remains.

Lyotard pursued this notion of a structuralist Freud, even though
in the end he would overturn it. But the structuralist analogy was
uscful to him, and to us, in seeing the role of form — and ultimately
of the formless — within the unconscious. Accordingly, Lyotard ex-
amincd one such fantasy, the compulsively repeated erotic day-
dream of one of Freud's patients: the fantasy expressed as “a child
is being beaten.” He shows that Freud performs something like a
structuralist’s distributional analysis in order both to show that the
fantasy is the result of several narrative stages and to reveal the rela-
tion between these stages (figure 32).2 For the fantasy's carliest
form as reported by the patient — “the father beats a child (and |
am watching)” — had subsequently changed into its final form (“a
child is being beaten™), by which time the narrative had switched
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Traits
Type of Type of Position of [*Content™ of | With regard
agent victim the subject the drive to pleasure
Phases

child . nita

| father N spectator sadistic gc. .I
masc. or fem,| excitation

n father subject victim masochistic gc.""‘.‘l
excitation

' masochistic al

1] adult h"::l ¢ spectator disguised gl.n“‘?
children as sadistic excitation

Figure 32 from active to passive voice and the identity of the father and the

Diagram trom Jean
Frangois Lyotard,
D:scours - Figure (1971)

patient herself (as watcher) had been muffled to the point of dis-
appearance. It is by means of this analysis that Freud recovers what
he reasons must have been an intermediary phase between the first
and last stages of the fantasy: a transformational phase that not only
changed active to passive but also gave the narrative its perversely
erotic spin. Retaining the earliest characters, this phase altered
their relation into: “I am being beaten by the father.”

Freud proceeds to ponder the psychic meaning of this retreat
from action. The activity of the first phase is Oedipal and genital,
he reasons, as the child identifies with her father. If it is replaced,
this is because repression and guilt not only transport the child
into the role of victim (to take the place of the “other™ child) but
operate on the drive regressively, moving it backward from genital
to anal. It is this subscquent anality, expressed as masochism, that
then eroticizes the fantasy, since the logic of the earlier, sadistic
stage was this: if the father beat the other child it was because the
father did not love her, loving the patient instead. But now the
drive in its regressed form is able to disconnect libidinal pleasure
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from a genital content and reconstitute it as anal, so that loving
and beating combine. *Owing to regression,” Freud writes, the
patient’s description of the davdream “is turned into ‘My father is
beating me (I am being beaten by my father)!” This being beaten is
now a meeting-place between the sense of guilt and sexual love.
It 15 not onl)' the pum’shmcnl_fm rhcforhuldcn gmnal relation, but
also the regressive mbmmle_[m 11, and from this latter source it
derives the libidinal excitation which is from this time forward
attached to it.™!

What Lyotard remarks in this “but also™ — with its logic of
ambivalence —is that it characterizes every feature of the fantasy,
as all of them share the same simultancous holding of two contra-
dictory positions in which a beating is not only punishment for
guilt but also a source of pleasure. Here again, we could say, the
unconscious is structured in terms of simultancity, since Freud is
carcful to explain that in the relation between the three levels of
the fantasy, one stage does not progress bevond and thus supersede
or replace another. Instead, the meanings of all the stages remain
suspended within it, in the form of a “but also.”

Yet just here, in this persistence of the condition of the “but
also,” do we feel the difference between structuralism's grid and
the spatial “logic™ of the unconscious. For the structuralist schema,
with its laws of opposition, demands that things be held distinct
from one another and that the rule of noncontradiction be in force.
The work of the unconscious, however, does not recognize this law.
It knows nothing of the cither/or: the idea that two oppusites can-
not hold true at the same time. Thus the unconscious not only
courts the transformation of everything into its opposite but holds
both of these things together, at once.

A further divergence between the structuralist’s system and the
unconscious figure — which Lyotard calls the “matrix” — is that
while both share the propertics of synchrony and invisibility, the
invisibility conceived by structuralism is that of a virtual order
working within the system to produce its intelligibility: the sys-
tem as a producer of meaning. But the matrix's invisibility, on the
other hand, is a function of the repressive work of mutating every-
thing into its opposite, thereby undermining the productive work
of structure. The elements of the matrix, Lyotard argues, do not
form a system but a block: “If the matrix is invisible, it is not
because it arises from the intelligible, but because it resides in a
spacc that is beyond the intelligible, is in radical rupture with the
rules of opposition; we can already see that this property of uncon-
scious space, which is also that of the libidinal body, is to have
many places in one place, and to block together what is logically
incompatible. This is the secret of the figural: the transgression
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of the constitutive intervals of discourse and the transgression ol
the constitutive distances of re prese ntation.”*

This work of the matrix is then to overlav contradiction and t

create the simultaneity of logically incompatible situations. Thus

it is at total variance with the transparently self-explanatory struc
turalist grid. It blocks together active and passive, gq nital and anal,
sadism and masochism, and, in “a child is being beaten,” watch

ing and being watched. This, then, is the matrix figure's “wo

the peculiarities of its “structure™: “the statements one can pro
ject as lavered within it that organize the goal (to beat), the source
(the anal zone), and the object (the father) of one sentence are in
their turn condensed into a single product formula —"a child is
being beaten’ — whose apparent coherence allows the psychic life
1o contamn in a -I:igic manifold a (nuhlpll. ity of |u;’h.\”\ mcom

patible ‘sentences” These do not form a system but a block. Thus
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the drive to be and to have the father is simultancous; and the
investment is both genital-phallic and sadistic-anal."

The destruction of difference, the work here of the matrix fig-
ure, is the destruction of form. This is what Roger Caillois saw
when he reasoned that the animal that cannot scparate itsclf from
its background, cannot keep either its shape or the form of its own
identity intact. This is how the surrcalist photographers joined
him as they attacked form by literally melting the image (Ubac's
brﬁlages) or by embracing the fetish’s blurring of sexual difference
(Bellmer's poupées, Man Ray’s “hats™ [figure 33)).

The formless, however, is not just an erasure of form but an
operation to undo form, and thus a process of generating “bad
form."” And the matrix"‘ﬁgure displays this in its own paradoxical
condition. For while it is made up of totally unstable and chang-
ing parts, it is the vehicle of compulsive repetition and thus must
be able to secure its own identity, its own sameness over time. To
do this it must have a form, vet the difficulty of thinking of this
producer of disorder and disruption as a form is obvious. “How in
general,” Lyotard asks, “can that which is form also be transgres-
sion? How can what is deviation, derogation, deconstruction be
at the same time form?" The answer he finds is in the evidence of
a form that is not good form, not a good Gestalt. Rather, “it is a
form in which desire remains caught, farm caught by transgression;
but it is also the, at least potential, transgression of form.™

And this form-which-is-also-the-transgression-of-form is given
in the very action of Freud's matrix figure: it is the action to beat,
which codes the pulsation of pleasure, but the pulse as well, of
death, as when Lacan writes of the Wolf Man's terror at the sight
of the twitching shudder of butterfly wings: “This is why the but-
terfly may ... inspire in him the phobic terror of recognizing that
the beating of little wings is not so very far from the beating ol
causation, of the primal stripe marking his being for the first time
with the grid of desire.”

To beat is thus not only the “form™ of recurrence, of repeti-
tion, but also the “bad form” of the matrix: the vehicle of undo-
ing form, of transporting the temporal into the heart of the figural,
and requalifying it as the inverse of form, which is to say, formless.

(See “Gestalt,” “‘Moteur!"” “Part Object,” “Pulsation,” and
“Uncanny.”)
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Jeu Lugubre

Rosalind E. Krauss

Closc to the beginning of The Second Manifesto of Surrealism, André
Breton lets go with the expletive “sHiT.” Reacting against those
who were viewing the forced departures (which could also be
described as defections) of former surrealists from the ranks of the
movement as simply a matter of personalities or gossip rather than
a question of highest principle, Breton underlines this dismissive
vocable.!

But shit is indeed at the center of what Breton would accuse
Bataille of by the end of the manifesto, where he sums up his rage
in the characterization of his enemy as an “excrement-philosopher.™
For he sees Bataille's use (and in Breton's eyes, misunderstanding)
of the image with which he ends his essay “Le Langage des fleurs”
(The Language of Flowers) —that of Sade in prison, having roses
brought to him so that he could scatter their petals in a shit-filled
latrine — as vet another example of Bataille’s scatological obses-
sions, his desire to “wallow in impurities.” Had he read Bataille's
essay “Le Jeu lugubre,” whose publication crossed that of his own
Manifesto, since both appeared in December 1929 (Bataille's in
Documents, no. 7, and Breton's in La Révolution surréaliste, no. 13),
and in which the entire analysis turns on the shit that soils the
underpants of the little man standing in the painting’s lower right
corner, he would have been even more enraged. But in any case he
had already acted to ward off Bataille’s encroachment on the terri-
tory of Salvador Dali, Breton's newest recruit to the movement. His
own catalogue essay for Dali’s November exhibition at the Goemans
Gallery had already sncered at those who might focus on this detail
in Dali's picture, and he had intervened to make sure that Dali
would refuse Bataille permission to reproduce the painting with
the essay in Documents built around its analysis.}

The schematic rendering of the painting that Bataille was thus
forced to resort to is, in a certain sense, one of those brilliant inven-
tions born of necessity (figure 34). Breaking down the continuity
of the picture’s surface, the schema allows Bataille to map the inter-
action of four clements that he goes on to call “the Contradictory
Representations of the Subject.” Announcing that this analysis is



part of an unpublished essay on the inferiority (or castration) com-
plex, Bataille wants to show Dali dispersing the subject of castra-
tion over the four points of the painting in a continuous movement
of reciprocal forces. For desire is described here as releasing both
the provocative behavior that will draw castrating punishment
down upon itself and the pleasure taken in this very mutilation.
Virility is thus understood not as that which escapes all restraint,
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Diagram of Salvador Dali’s
Jeu lugubre (1929), as
published in Documents |
(1929). no. 7.



but that which finds fulfillment in the punishment it dares to pro-
voke. In this way, mapping the soiling of the figure at point C of
his diagram as a “stain” that "is both original cause and remedy,”
Bataille relates this psychoanalytic chart to the other ideas about
a perverse, nonsublimatory “negation of the negation™ (what we
might call the “undoing of the negation™) that he had been pursu-
ing in his cssays in Documents.

For the stain that Bataille had called attention to in his carlier
essay “The Language of Flowers,” in which pollen becomes a trace
that “dirtics” the petals of the flower, is also a (Bataillian) nega-
tion of the negation. It is a refusal to deny the seductiveness of
flowers — of their smell, their fleshy, tactile associations, their flam-
boyant color — by means of negations that see flowers functioning
in the arena of love only as a set of substitutions or displacements
for what is actually (rationally) at stake, whether that be the notion
of fertility or the idea of erotic feeling that demands the whole
person as its object (or its “support”) rather than merely the sex-
ual organs. In negating, or undoing this negation, Bataille insists
on staving with the very image of the flower, on fixating on it in
terms of the very stain it bears, the stain of its own almost instant
putrescence as its movement upward toward the light decrees at
the very same time that it will hideously wither and fall. “For flow-
ers do not age honestly like leaves,” Bataille writes, “which lose
nothing of their beauty, even after they have died; flowers wither
like old and overly made-up dowagers, and they die ridiculously on
stems that seemed to carry them to the clouds™ The negation of
the negation thus works against dismissing the amorous propertics
of flowers as so much popular and naive misconception, and instcad
insists that flowers are seductive (but basely so) because they are
stained, a staining that is another form of what Bataille thought of
as the scatological.

The scatological is thus fundamentally linked to an operation —
the (perversc) negation of the negation — rather than to a substance,
whether that be pollen or shit. But this operation needs to be fur-
ther analyzed to see how it yiclds results that link it to the scato-
logical rather than, as in the Hegelian operation of the dialectic,
to the sublational or the sublimatory.

Onc way of describing Hegelian synthesis — or the third term,
which both cancels and preserves an initial negation, lifling it onto
a higher, more general and powerful register —is to speak of neu-
tralization. A diffcrence, or opposition, is “neutralized” by a third
term that “sublates™ that difference. Take the linguistic opposition
young/old, for example, in which polar ends of the age spectrum
are placed in contrast (figure 35). This opposition is said to be
“neutralized” by the term “old” — as in the expression “five vears



(Semantic

S old/agrd/

young/youthful (nonaged)/

S,: ageless (indefinite agedness) S): agedness (definite agedness)
neither old nor young: both old and young:
‘older than the hills’ ‘five years old’
S, man S, woman
S,: mankind/humanity/ S,: man/person/(c.g. chairman; cf. the

verb to man [the barricades|)

old” — which puts the general concept of age, irrespective of chron-
ological particularity, into play. Or again, take the opposition man/
woman, in which human beings are contrasted on the basis of gen-
der, a contrast that is “neutralized” by the term “man” —as in
“chairman,” which is used equally for men or women —in which
“man” comes to stand for personhood, irrespective of gender. Struc-
tural linguists, surveying this field, have been extremely interested
to note that the component of such an opposition that is inevit-
ably carried “upward” into the generalized, more inclusive third
term (both repeating it and raising it, as it were) is what they would
call the “unmarked™ term in the oppositional pair, which is to say,
the term that is less specific semantically. If “old™ is less specific
than “young” (and thus “unmarked”), they note, it is because when
we say “John is as old as Mary,” we are simply comparing their ages;
but when we sav “John is as young as Mary,” we are not only com-
paring ages but adding that these fall on the youthful end of the
spectrum. This, they reason, is what makes “old” or “man” seman-
tically available for a rise into the negation of the negation, here
canceling the chronological particularities, there, sexual difference.
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Figure 35

Diagram from Ronald
Schleifer, A.J. Greimas and
the Nature of Meaning
(1987).
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And they also remark that this same term can further act to neu-
tralize the neutralization, producing an even higher synthesis, as
when “old™ (as in age) converts itselt into agelessness or chrono-
logical indeterminacy —“as old as the hills” — or when “man™
becomes “human” or “mankind” and no longer refers to individu-
als, regardless of sex, but to a genus regardless of individuals.

What the structural linguists have uncovered are the hicrarchies
that lic at the heart of every “neutralization,” such that we are never
just speaking of an oppositional pair but of a relation of privilege
and power between terms: the unmarked term already germinat-
ing with the potential to rise toward higher orders of generaliza-
tion, of abstraction. This indeed is why Bataille wants the reader
of “The l.énguagc of Flowers™ to remain with the real presence of
things, “thinking” by means of this obstinate fact rather than with
the abstractions provided by words or concepts, and secing how
“the appearance would introduce the decisive values of things™ —
uncovering, that is, the hicrarchies of privilege and power that oper-
ate our relationships with everything that is.

A refusal to “neutralize™ that is simultaneously a revelation of
the hicrarchies that operate at the very core of Western thought
sounds familiar to a poststructuralist gencration that is by now
accustomed to refer to such a move as “deconstruction.” Thus it
is “deconstructive” not to leave neutralizations alone, and instead
to attack them by insisting that the “marked,” or disprivileged,
term of the initial pair be used in the “higher” position —for ex-
ample, by insisting on using “she” as the inclusive, generalizing
pronominal reference. But it is also to give the disprivileged term
a further “explosive™ capacity within the system, revealing the sub-
versive capacities of the unmarked, as when the concept of gram-
matology, for example, acts to undo the ncutralization of speech
in logos.

Not only has the debt that deconstructive analysis owes to
Bataille been freely acknowledged by Jacques Derrida,’ but Der-
rida has as well analyzed Bataille’s own moves to attack the Hegelian
operations of neutralization. Thus writing of Bataille’s notion of
Sovereignty, which though it seems to resemble Hegel's concept of
Lordship, is not about the triumph and institution of meaning but
the possibility of its “transgressive relationship to nonmeaning,”
Derrida says:

The sovereign operation [of Bataille] is not content with neutralizing
the classical operations in discourse; in the major form of experience
it transgresses the law or prohibitions that form a system with dis-
course, and even with the work of neutralization. . .. Further, the destruc-

tion of discourse is not simply an erasing neutralization. It multiplies
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recipitates them one nst the other, engulfs them too,

words, i

stitution whose only rule is the sovercigr

an endless and baseless

play outside meaning. Not a reserve or a with
drawal, not the infinite murmur of a blank speech erasing the traces
of classical discourse, but a kind of potlatch of signs that burns, con
sumes, and wastes words in the gav affirmation of death: a sacrifi

and a challenge

The operations of the scatological are, like those of deconstruc
tion, performative llu} do something 1o ne utralization; they lower
it. Or rather llw} ]mx-hu ¢ the low, the base, as having always already
been part of the high, as the stain it carries within it. In his study

of Bataille, Denis Hollier examines this methodical strategy of sca

tology, saying that one of its operations is to search for the dirty a, 19
word, the word that will not only elude the world of concepts, or J "
ideas, but will attack as well the order and propriety of that world. ) g & 100 %

Accordingly he writes:




If a metaphor always refers to a proper name, restricting in advance
the field of its transpositions, sc alnlngi( al deconstrucuon of this
sublimating process is produced by contact with an untransposable
unspeakable: the search for the dirty name is a conclusive component
of this tactic. The dirty word is a word exposing its impropricty, but,
rather than doing it by moving toward some desired proper name, it
exposes what is not proper and unclean about the proper name, expos-
ing the transposition every name, by itselt, is already, the transposi-

tion lwlra\'ing the unspmkahlr, that which cannot be named.”

If graffiti is the dirtying of the clean wall, it is also, most fre-
quently an obscenity, cither in the form of a body lowered to
nothing but its genitals, or in the form of the dirty word, as the
improper name of the sexual organs. The operational quality of
graffiti was, indeed, what attracted Bataille to it.

And the scatological as an opcration also appears in the way graf-
fiti has entered the ficld of modernist art. Whether in the form of
Duchamp’s mustaches penned on the Mona Lisa or the lacerations
carried out on posters preserved by the affichistes, the destructive,
performative character of grafliti is to be felt, as it acts against the
high, neutralized, cultural form to lower it.

It is also brilliantly there in the opening two decades of Cy
Twombly’s art, as he recoded Jackson Pollock's linear skein, to
read now as the gouged and scored surface of the graffiti-laden
wall, thercby lowering its associations with the “purity” of abstract
art (figure 36). But the performative, operational logic of scatol-
ogy also comes to operate in Twombly's work on the clean and
proper idea of the whole body, as it increasingly finds itself dis-
seminated across the surfaces of the canvases of the late 1950s and
carly '60s in a scatter of part objects and scrawled genitalia (figure
37), and even on the clean and proper idea of the proper name.
Graffiti, indeed, comes to act on the words Twombly writes on his
pictures, words which, disembodied by the violence of scatologi-
cal writing (“Mars,” for example, divided into “M / ARs” —"art”
in Latin, but “arse” in English), begin to yield up the obscenity
within them, as the rose petal viclds up its stain.® The beauty of
Twombly’s surfaces, we could say, invokes the “language of flow-
ers” as it also initiates the lugubrious game.

" "

(See “Base Materialism,” “Cadaver,” “Dialectic,” and “Olympia.”)
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Figure 37.

Cy Twombly,

Untitled (Roma), 1961.

Oil paint, oil-based house
paint, wax crayon, and lead
pencil on canvas,

100% x 121 inches.
Private Collection.
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Kitsch

Yve-Alain Bois

The point from which Clement Greenberg’s critical work was
launched, as stated in his first published text, “Avant-Garde and
Kitsch” (1939), was the dialectical opposition of modernism and
kitsch, the latter defined somewhat mildly as an “ersatz culture”
generated by the industrial revolution. Kitsch is thus a commer-
cial substitute produced by capitalism in order to fill the void left
by the marginalization of aristocratic culture and the destruction
pure and simple of artisanal local traditions by urbanization and
mandatory literacy. Fully sharing in the type of universality proper
to the commodity form, kitsch’s spread is infinite. In the face of
this rapaciousness, the role of the modernist avant-garde is one of
pure resistance: even though the avant-garde constantly runs in the
face of tradition, it keeps that tradition alive by ceaselessly recon-
figuring it through a genealogical throwback (Manet by recalling
Goya, Picasso by recasting Cézanne, and so on) and by wrenching
it loose from the tentacle-like grip of deadening commodification.
For Greenberg, the avant-garde is not a mole undermining the
foundations of high culture; it is an angel come to rescue this same
culture from its kitsch temptation at the very moment when the
bourgeoisie for which it was destined is in the process of disappear-
ing as a class (to be replaced by the shapeless, transient mass of
the petit-bourgeoisie).

Greenberg was not the only one to base his aesthetic on the
opposition between kitsch and modernism and to endow the lat-
ter with a redemptive role. Contemporaneously, Theodor Adorno
had begun to elaborate his own version of this same paradigm,
which he would refine throughout the rest of his life, up to his
posthumously published Aesthetic Theory (under the name of “the
culture industry,” kitsch quickly became his major target). But
Adorno was much more pessimistic than Greenberg. If Adorno was
never ready to admit that the culture industry itself could ever have
a liberating function (this is what was at issue in his polemic against
Walter Benjamin on the subject of “mechanical reproduction”), he
was even less prone to believe that the elitism of high culture, even
given new life by the ferment of the avant-garde, could totally
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immunize it against the leveling cffect of capitalism. “It is use-
less to try and draw a fine line here between what constitutes true
acsthetic fiction and what is merely sentimental rubbish (kitsch).
Kitsch is like a poisonous substance that is mixed in with art.
Discharging that poison is one of the most diflicult tasks art faces
at the present time.” he wrote in Aesthetic Theory.!

It might scem strange that, in an enterprise whose aim was that
of leveling and bringing things down in the world, Bataille did not
use the notion of kitsch in Documents (or any other term denoting
bad taste), nor did he try to show how what this concept applies
10 is “like a poispnous substance that is mixed in with art” The
most obvious, institutional explanation for this should not be over-
looked. However radical the magazine, whatever the indulgence of
its backer (Wildenstein) with regard to its outrages, art had to
remain a protected territory for it (art was, after all, the life blood
of the journal).

But this timidity with regard 1o art was not only institutional.
It is not only to its publisher, Wildenstein, that we owe the articles
on Delacroix, Cézanne, Manet, Scurat, Corot, Ingres, and so on.
These texts participate in this “gencalogical throwback™ to tradi-
tion that I mentioned before as lypically modernist. In fact, the
modernist paradigm is restaged in its major outlines throughout
the course of Documents: it is not Manet who gets the blame, but
what oppressed him — the kitsch of pompier art (Reveil de Diane by
Jules Lefebvre) and its champions (Théophile Gautier and Jules
Clarette).? It is not Picasso's Ingresque and sugary “retour a l'ordre”
pastiches that were under attack, but the clownish stupidity of
Camille Mauclair condemning him (Documents’ editors even invited
Mauclair to submit an cssay all the better to ridicule him). The
only violence permitted (in relation to the Gazette des Beaux-Arts,
for example, the other magazine published by Wildenstein), was
that of unconditionally siding with the “moderns.” In short, cven
if they had had the means (that is, the capacity to see it), it would
not have been possible for Bataille and his friends to proclaim the
kitsch aspect of the work of André Masson, Jacques Lipchitz, Juan
Gris, or a flash-in-the-pan like Gaston-Louis Roux.

Morcover, there was to be relatively little about the culture
industry’s products in the pages of Documents. The reason for this
is quite simple: the only possible attitude at the time, or rather
the only to have been bricfly imagined by Bataille and company,
was that of “clevating” such objects — thus of sublimating them,
even if ironically, and even it this “clevation™ aimed at contami-
nating the upper levels (the musical numbers of the Folics-Bergere,
for example, were analyzed by Georges Henri Riviére in terms of
religion?). As can be imagined, this tack was very restricted in the
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flow of the magazine (a few notices about Hollywood films, or
Fantomas): Documents was not there to redeem anything (that is
one of the main differences between it and the surrealist aesthetic,
with its taste for the Marvelous). Robert Desnos's text on the
public monuments of Paris is one of the rare exploitations (via
humorous glorification) of kitsch vulgarity (“Why should it be that
ad\‘crtising, which has endowed the modern world with so many
uncxpected creatures, has vet to have entered the domain of stat-
uary: advertising, whose billboards bestow such grandeur on the
landscape and whose presence accentuates the majesty of moun-
tains, meadows, oceans. | would like a Cadum baby in porphyry
rising from a marble basin...or the little Meunicr Chocolate girl
in granite and ivory, l('aning against the walls™).

This lack of interest on Bataille's part in the idea of kitsch
undoubtedly arose from the position of mastery (irony) and the
clear taxonomy that it presupposes and against which it plays. The
statue raised to the Cadum baby can only be appreciated ironically:
it makes fun of the decorousness of taste and denies that there is
an ontological split between the monument (eternal) and adver-
tising (ephemeral); but one can only take ironic pleasure in it if
onc is confidant in the solidity of onc’s own taste. One enjoys
kitsch only from a distance (nothing is kitsch in itself: for an
object to be perceived as kitsch, a distanced, mediated gaze must
be directed toward it). In short, kitsch is dialectical: one only has
access to it by knowing to the very tips of one's fingers what it
attacks, to wit, modernism.

However, many artists have tried to force the lock of this dia-
lectical opposition between modernism and kitsch, and to invent
an “immediate” (unmediated) kitsch, a first-degree, nonironic
kitsch. The job is not so simple, since a kitsch object cannot be
consciously produced. Their strategy was not that of reappropri-
ation but of precipitation (in the quasi-chemical sense) of the
“poison” from out of the very being of art. To achieve this, it was
first necessary for them to attend to kitsch without irony (thus no
posture of mastery); they had to produce kitsch (therefore uncon-
sciously, or almost, or at least without distance).

Lucio Fontana was immersed in kitsch culture since childhood
(his father was a “commercial” sculptor who specialized in funer-
ary monuments; his own vouthful works were art deco sculptures)
and he never severed these links (up to the end, he fulfilled every
official or commercial commission, from movie theater interiors
to cathedral doors to jewelry). His first original works, around
1930, were polychrome sculptures, thus violating a taboo that
had been in place at least since Johann Winckelmann (there were
several exceptions in modern art before Fontana — Gauguin's ceram-
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ics, Picasso’s series of absinthe glasses, Katarzyna Kobro’s construc-
tions, Calder’s mobiles —but each time it was a question of testing
the respective limits of sculpture and painting in relation to each
other, which was the least of Fontana’s concerns). But more than
engaging with modernist experimentation, Fontana’s polychrome
sculptures recalled the statuary and decorative objects of the Sec-
ond Empire where the simultaneous use of many materials surrep-
titiously reintroduced polychromy. But while this academic kitsch
worshiped finish and ultimately used color to cover over the mate-
riality of sculpture, Fontana made color’s intrusion into sculpture
a rude noise disturbing the homogeneous harmony advocated by
aesthetic discourse. Polychromy was glorified by him throughout
the 1930s, as that which is heterogeneous to the modernist system
of sculpture. Later, after a passage through what could be called a
sculptural scatology (but kitsch, culture of the gutter, of trash, is
itself scatological), he would explore this same channel (the quack
of bad taste) in the pictorial register: by means of fake gems glued to
his canvases (figure 38) (1951-56), sparkles or acidic colors (candy
pink, for example) in the Fine di Dio series (1963-64) (figure 3),
gold grounds in certain punctured paintings, and the culinary accent

placed on creamy pigment, treated like frosting on a cake.

Figure 38.

Lucio Fontana,

Concetto spaziale, 1956.
Mixed media on canvas,
33% x 49% inches.
Civico Museo d’Arte
Contemporanea, Milan.



Figure 39.
Jean Fautrier,

I'm Falling in Love, 1957.

Oil on paper mounted on

canvas, 35 x 45% inches.

Private Collection.
© 1997 ARS, New York/
ADAGP, Paris.

Jean Fautrier, as well, made good use of one of the cardinal

aspects of kitsch, namely its “fakeness” (all kitsch is phoney). From
the time of his Otages series, begun in 1943, he separated texture
(using white paste and, later, gesso) and color (applying a thin layer
of powdered pastel) (figure 39). The first is excremental, the sec-
ond, tarty. “It is part rose petal, part Camembert spread,” Francis
Ponge remarked as early as 1946, which is to say that Fautrier is
not far from Bataille’s mythical Sade “who had the most beautiful
roses brought to him only to pluck off their petals and toss them
into a ditch filled with liquid manure.”> And for Fautrier, this pain-
ful disjunction would justify the act of painting the horror indi-
cated in the pictures’ title (Nazi torture), a horror that was still at
hand at the time of the Liberation.

Like Fontana, Fautrier took no distance from kitsch: the idea of
his “Multiple Originals” (a true oxymoron) — “pictures produced
in an edition of 300,” from which he expected a big financial
return — is the simple transposition of the texture/color disjunction
into the domain of reproduction. The text written by Fautrier for
the first exhibition of his “Multiple Originals” is moreover a true
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hymn to the culture industry: “In any case, as long as painting will
limit itself exclusively to a stale technique, exhausted by four cen-
turies —oil paint — it will lead to a precious object whose magic
has ceased to move us — the unique work — with all the disgust it
already clicits, for us, at its sacred and cphemeral touch; the work
that, through its rarity, pushes against the forward-moving tide of
an industrial culture; by its rarity, leads to this sort of historical
demonstration — the museum — where it displays itself in a void."
The movement of kitsch makes everything turn to disgust: per-
sonal touch, through which (beginning with impressionism) mod-
ernism thought it possible to outstrip the culture industry, itself
becomes rotten. Whether that “lougl}f ,_j;l:‘!]i!‘glfd (“Multiple Orig-
inals”) or brandished as the sign of originality (“unique work"), it
is henceforth false, given over to spectacle. Warhol, having worked

.

:

in commercial art and advertising (he began as a fashion illustra-
tor, originally specializing in drawing shoes), wanted to be a pro-
fessional poisoner and perhaps more than any other painter of this
century would contribute to undermining the authority and origi-
nality of the autographic touch. Betwcen his mercenary work and
his “art,” he always flamboyantly placed an equal sign. Hence the
huge canvases of shoes, sprinkled with diamond dust (akin to the
sparkles in Fontana's Fine di Dio), which he would make toward
the end of his life, might be seen as so many homages to Fautrier,
Fautrier who sported — for the opening of his Otages exhibition —
snakeskin shoes.

There are other, even more unexpected examples to which one
could turn. One example is the recent work of Frangois Rouan,
which throws off the shackles born of the success of his 1960s
Tressages by offering their gaudy counterfeit, made by imitating
them, by representing their actual, material interlace, their over-
and-under, as if this were seen in a mirror. The Old Masters used
mirrors to “verify” a scene, to confirm its form; for them the mir-
ror functioned as a kind of control, as that which “positions objects,
affirms their boundaries, reinforces their presence.”” Parodying this
technique of control, Rouan uses the mirror against the grain of
the modernist implication of his earlier tressages — which had been
to force the surface open and thereby produce a sense of the mate-
rial density of the support — engendering a strangely glassy surface,
as though it were nothing now but varnish. While the effect is the
exact opposite of Fautrier's move of disjoining color and texture,
Rouan's new manncr nonetheless joins hands with his predeces-
sor’s attack on the academicization of modernist “good taste” —
even his own.

The disjunction between color and texture that Fautrier made
increasingly obvious usc of, or the cream with which Fontana iced
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Figure 40

Jackson Polloc

Untitled, 1950

0il, enamel, and pebbles on
x 29
Private Collection
© 1997 Pollock-Krasner
Foundation /ARS, New York

wood, 21 inches

his canvases, forces us to look once again at the assimilated pro-
duction of modernist high culture (for example, Monet's practice
of laboriously adding color to his previously textured grounds® or
Courbet's technique of spreading paint with a knife): first-degree
kitsch turns against modernism and shows that, from the start, it
was never truly a stranger. And the contagion spreads not simply
backward, but in every direction: Fontana's fake gems (figure 38)
make us read the little painting (figure 40) Jackson Pollock gave
Hans Namuth in 1951 to thank him for the film he had just made
of Pollock at work, as kitsch. And sudd(-nl} the so-called failures
by Pollock at the end of his life (Blue Poles and Convergence, for
example, with their wet drools of color running into each other,
red turning pink in the fields of white, orange blending tactilely
into aluminum paint) recover their aggressive bite as deliberately
vulgar refutations of Greenberg's interpretation of Pollock's ear
lier works as “purely optical” But already in the more classical
“drip pictures,” the metallic paint that Greenberg compared to
the gold of Byzantine mosaics and lauded as “optical mirage™ could

be read, on the contrary, as a disavowal of modernist sublimation
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and its dogma of pure visuality: it could already seem repulsive
there, made to prevent the spectator from entering into an illu-
sory world.*

In this reading of it, kitsch does not go with the grain of the
culture industry: making us scc Monet's Waterlilies as so many “Mul-
tiple Originals,” for example, undermines modernism'’s certainty
by detecting in it the poison that had always been there.

(See “Base Materialism,” “No to... the Informel.” and “X Marks
the Spot.”)

g .

Liquid Words

Yve-Alain Bois

The essence of language is to be articulated. Such articulations can
be as smooth as onc wishes; they are no less divisive for all that. In
order for language to function, signs must be isolable one from the
other (otherwise they would not be repeatable). At every level
(phonctic, semantic, syntactic, and so on) language has its own
laws of combination and continuity, but its primary material is
constructed of irreducible atoms (phonemes for spoken language,
and for written, signs whose nature varies according to the system
in question: in alphabetical writing, for example, the distinctive
unit is the letter). Whoever says “articulation” always says, in the
final instance, “divisibility into minimal units™: the articulus is the
particle. Language is a hierarchical combination of bits.

Liquid, on the contrary (except on the molecular level), is indi-
visible (of course one can divide up a certain quantity of liquid into
different containers, but it remains identical to itself in cach of
its parts).

Thus, properly speaking, there cannot be liquid words (we only
speak of a flow of language and of liquid consonants metaphori-
cally), except in terms of the brief moment at which they have just
been penned and the ink is not vet dry. It is just such a moment
that Edward Ruscha’s series of paintings titled Liquid Words (fig-
ure 41) makes us think of, except that, in trompe-I'oeil, these paint-
ings represent an imaginary inverse process: not the dr_\'ing out of
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Figure 41

Edward Ruscha,

Eye, 1969.

0il on canvas,

60 x 54 inches.

The Oakland Museum of
California, Art Guild
and NEA.



words that have just been written, but the melting of the letters,
their more or less slow fusion toward a state of indifferentiation.

But the improbable short-circuit between language and liquidity
that Ruscha proposes also concerns another opposition, carryving
with it a considerable historical sedimentation, that of writing and
painting. For centurics, at least since the invention of the print-
ing press, these have been phenomenologically perpendicular to
onc another (we read a book on a table but look at a picture on a
wall). Picasso’s cubist collages first shook up this order of things
deliberately (for him it was a matter of turning his painting into a
form of writing). On closer inspection, however, we sce that the
cubist transformation of the picture into a table covered over the
colliﬁsc'—-in('reasingly visible since Cézanne — of the airiighl divi-
sion between the visual field (vertical and transversal) and the space
of the body (horizontal and “low.” even, animal); Picasso made the
picture the tablet on which onc writes in order not to make it into
the table on which one cats (see above, “Introduction: The Use
Value of Formless™). After several attempts were made to level art's
verticality, none producing any immediate progeny (Duchamp’s
Three Standard Stoppages, for example, or certain sculptures from
Giacometti's surrealist period), Jackson Pollock, refusing cubism’s
semiological solution to the danger of a carnal corruption of “pure
visuality,” reopened the break that Picasso had plugged: he began
to paint on the ground, to walk on his pictures, to make gravity
itself an agent of his process of inscription. The role played by this
horizontalization in the rupture Pollock introduced in the history
of painting was immediately repressed by Clement Greenberg's
modernist interpretation (according to which Pollock’s pictures
contributed to an “optical mirage”). But in the 1960s certain art-
ists — for cxample, Robert Morris and Andy Warhol — recognized
it and refused to believe that the true destiny of Pollock's “drip
paintings” was in the misty stained canvases of Morris Louis and
his followers (see “Horizontality,” above). Edward Ruscha was
among these disbelicvers; interestingly, his Liquid Words appeared
just following the 1967 Pollock retrospective at the Muscum of
Modern Art.! Not only does he take up Pollock’s tactile horizon-
tality (and the pouring gesture that produced it) on his own terms,
but he maps this onto writing, producing a movement that is pre-
cisely the reverse of cubism’s. Picasso had thought it possible to
escape the body by means of a semiological horizontalization, but
Ruscha pronounces this escape route impassable and he submits
words to gravity.

Or rather, he shows them as if there were made of nameless,
more or less viscous and oily spreading liquids. The puddle that
results from the vielding to gravity is, to be sure, a depicted motif
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here (it is, in fact, falsely simulated: the trompe Tocil is both very
effective — there is no perceptible texture —and negated by the
total impermeability between the fake, floating landscape of the
background and the sticky letters crushed against it). One might
say that, in comparison to Warhol or Morris, who were contem-
porancously engaging in processes that involved an actual vielding
to gravity (this is above all what they took from Pollack), Ruscha's
Liquid Words are more conscrvative. But this would overlook the
linguistic issue at stake. They are signaling the repressed material-
ify of an idcalized code, and even if it means pulling out the old
apparatus of mimesis, the act of reembodying the word, of staging

this linguistic body, at the point of vanishing, it is not nec vssarll\ .

the worst way 0 t;lte the chatter of language down a peg or two.
Morcover, the substance of letters is not always “represented” in
Ruscha’s work: those paintings that engage with words accentuate
what, in language, exceeds speech’s communicative function — that
is, everyvthing that makes it into matter, everything that cscapes
idealization. With Ruscha, the “palpable aspect of signs,” which
Roman Jakobson made the object of the poctic function, becomes
a negative force, a low blow: Ruscha gives voice to stuttering (sev-
eral works carry the single inscription “lisp”); paints inaudible allit-
crations (such as the redoubled letters of Hollywood Dream Bubble

Popped [1976]); shows the unbridgeable gap between the sound of

words and the silence of writing (a gap whose very repression, as
Jacques Derrida demonstrated in Of Grammatology — which was
published in 1967, precisely when Ruscha was taking the meltdown
of language as his motif — is the underpinning of the logocentrism
of Western metaphysics). The material of inscription, ink or pig-
ment, which is, in principle, perfectly indifferent to the commu-
nicative function, irrupts in a grotesque and tempestuous manner
in his works on paper (he uses everything from axle greasc and cav-
iar to those liquids whose permutation Bataille discussed in his
Story of the Eye: egg volk, milk, sperm, urine, and so on). And even
when Ruscha only pictures the materiality of words, a certain

basencss arrives to disturb the distancing achieved by the means of

representation. His Liquid Words, as the little pieces of food that
settle in the puddles indicate, are vomitted words — reminding us
that, like so many other parts of the human body, the mouth has a
double function (in Documents Michel Leiris noted that this organ
of eloquence, “the visible sign of intelligence,” also serves to spit:’
the same “basc materialism™ animates Ruscha’s work).

Besides horizontality and “basc matcrialism,” Liquid Words
brings a third operation into play, namely entropy, since the liqui-
faction to which Ruscha submits the words is also a liquidation of
their meaning. These works are, at the level of language, equivalent
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Figure 42

Giovanni Anselme
Torsione, 1967-68
Metal and cloth

90% x 73% x 11% inches

Sonnabend

Collection
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to the spills that Robert Smithson excecuted .\Iighll)' later (.hphall
Rundown [1969] [figurc 4] and Glue Pour [1969)] for example), spills
that dircctly related to Pollock’s art. (Smithson, for whom entropy
was the key concept and who spoke of it in almost every one of
his texts, never hid his debt to Ruscha, particularly to his books,
which are discussed below, in “Zone™) Ruscha is preoccupied by
the becoming inarticulate of words, but also by all forms of crosion
to which language is victim (for example, the devitalization words
suffer when they turn into clichés), and by the inevitable and irre-
versible nature of this process. His liquid words have no relation
to lhe"‘illcgiblc" scribblings of which modern art has sypplicd so
many variations (perhaps the best known are Henri Michaux's cal-
ligraphics): for while the latter are like Rorschach tests inducing
the viewer to project linguistic meanings onto them and thus to
rearticulate them, Ruscha’s Liquid Words leave no role to our imag-
ination other than to complete the work of decomposition.

Liquid, even when it is sticky or consists of paste, is not clas-
tic. (Jacques Tati treated this idea in one of the most nostalgic
scenes in M. Hulot's Holiday [1953]. in which the hero, fascinated
by the slow stretching of the taffy that hangs from a pushcart,
watches as it is — repeatedly —just about to fall to the ground. He
is subjected to this “torture” up to the moment that the candy
seller catches the tatty — over and over —just in time.) Liquid does
not rebound, never moves into reverse.

Entropic irreversibility struck Smithson deeply, and of all his
works, his “spills” arc the ones that show this most clearly. Other
artists, at thc same moment, were engaged with nonelasticity as
well, trying to exploit it in the very universe of solids. Richard
Serra, in his first lead works (1968), uses the malleability of that
metal: the only possible future for his rolled sheets of lead is not
to unroll but to compact. It is true that lead’s plasticity makes it a
metal close to the liquid state (on a scale of liquidity, it would fall
between mercury and a pure solid such as steel). In this period as
well, Giovanni Ansclmo practiced an even more effective entropic
devitalization on the clasticity of bodies. Onc could say that the
twisted cloth of his Torsione (1967-68) (figure 42) is held like a
spring ready to release itself from the wall against which the slung
metal bar pins it, but that is an illusion. No untwisting is to be
feared when the work is taken down: the spring is broken, its ten-
sion slowly sapped by time.

(Sce “Basc Matcrialism,” “Entropy,” "Hori‘:on(ality." and “Zone.")
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Figure 43.
Marcel Duchamp,

Rotorehefs, 1935.

6 Cardboard disks, printed
by offset lithography,

7% inches diameter

© 1997 ARS, New York /
ADAGP, Par(s,
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“Moteur!"”

Rosalind E. Krauss

Is that what Duchamp called out to Man Ray as they began film-
ing Anémic Cinéma (1925)7 “Moteur! " says the French film director,
to which the cameraman responds, “on tourne,” “rolling”™ The fly-
wheel of the camera is supposed 10 send the film — with its sequence
of individual frames — through the gate at a constant speed, one
calculated to create the illusion of continuous motion, as an image’s
lingering on the retina (its “persistence,” as the physiologists say)
causes that image to fuse visually with the next to appear.

But the continuity of movement in which the filmmaker and
film viewer both delight — the onrush of the train into the station,
for example, or the glide of the dancer across the stage —is both
acknowledged by Anémic Cinéma and contravened. For Duchamp
doces not show us the fluidity of the jumper lifting oft the ground
to clear the hurdle in a motion that passes from one point through
space and time to another. Instead he has us fixate on an object
that, though it turns, turns in place. It is as though he had asked
us, the film's viewers, to starc at a revolving propeller blade, or
the spinning spokes of a bicycle wheel turning but going nowhere,
mounted, for instance, on a stationary stool.

It would not be true to say, however, that this turning produccs
the total “antimovie,” a film whose illusion works paradoxically
to produce nothing but the perception of a static plane. The turn-
ing discs on which we focus, in Anémic Cinéma, are printed with a
variety of spirals: lines of words gyrating nautilus-like inward toward
the center, alternating with eccentrically organized visual patterns.
It is these latter, the visual spirals, that define the film's attitude
to motion. For as they turn, they create the illusion of a rounded
form burgconing outward toward the viewer — a projecting, slightly
trembling mound, which, as soon as it reaches its full extent, sud-
denly begins to turn inward on itself, burrowing backward into
its own support, becoming concavity, pocket, sack. Swelling and
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retreating, the spiral transtorms the forward thrust of action into
the hiccup of repetition, and the continuity of motion into the syn-
copated rhythm of a pulse or beat.

With its utterly immobile, fixed frame, within which this pul-
sating motion occurs, Anémic Cinéma is a kind of hybrid object,
somewhere between film and painting, the initiator (like Lazlo
Moholy-Nagy's Light Space Modulator [1923-30)) of a whole devel-
opment that would come to be known as kinctic art. But to sce
this work —as well as those Duchamp elaborated out of it, such as
the Rotoreliefs (1935) (figure 43) — as making up a new genre is to
miss its significance for the ficld of painting from which it was
spawned, as Duchamp moved from oil on canvas, to pigment and
lead on glass, to the work he collectively called “oculisme de pre-
cision,” and signed “Rrose Sélavy.” Each move in this sequence is
a critique of the one before it, all of them having as their target
the certainties and theories of a developing modernist art, an art
which, no matter how radical its forms might be, was tying itself
ever more securely to the traditional categories of painting first,
and then sculpture.

So if Anémic Cinéma is a film, the target it scems to have in mind
is nonetheless painting — or rather modernist, abstract painting,
painting whose avowed project was the formal organization and
mastery of the chaos and happenstance of visual appearance, the
revelation of the rules of form beneath the clutter of perceived
reality. An early version of these rules was pronounced in 1890 by
Maurice Denis, according to which, before being anything else
(such as the depiction of a battle horse or a nude), a painting
needed to declare itself, he said, as a plane surface covered with
colors assembled in a certain order. Although it would be refined
and elaborated, this basic rule held steady over the entire course
of modernist painting, for, if adhered to, it guaranteed that the
ordered, planar surface would present itself as the analogue to the
cognitive unity that underlies visual perception.

Refusing the successive waves of spatial recession made possible
by representational painting, the flatness of the surface would thus
announce that visual experience takes place in a condition of simul-
tancity, each part of the field synchronous with cvery other, not
presented to experience as a succession of narrative or temporal
facts like those of music or literature. And turther, the “order”
assumed by this assembly of shapes —an order that aligns them
simultancously with cach other and with the master “shape” of the
canvas plane, in its own instantaneously felt cohesion — displays
the kind of totalizing clarity, or “hanging-togetherness,” that the
Gestalt psychologists would call “pragnanz,” or “good form.” And
by this they meant not only that a perceiver grasps the wholeness
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of a form all at once, but that, once perceived, its pragnans cxists
in a continuously renewed experience of immediacy, as though
what Husserl called the “now effect” of the first time perpetuated
itself in a form that was not temporal at all.' And it would be mod-
ernist painting’s ambition, we might say, to expose the laws of this
synchronously elaborated visual coherence.

This is the situation — what we might call the modernist cam-
paign for visual mastery —into which Duchamp, the precision ocu-
list, enters. Having called himself, after all, some kind of doctor,
his “oculism” will hold up the modernist concern for visual purity
to a gentle kind of mockery. For the throb of his revolving discs,
pulsing as they do with erotic suggestiveness, opens thc yery con-
cept-of visual autonomy —of a form of experience that is “holl\
and purely optical, owing nothing to time —to the invasion of a
sense of dense, corporceal pressure. Not simply because as the spi-
rals swell and deflate they suggest a succession of organs, breast
turning into cye turning into belly turning into womb, or even the
pulse of crotic friction. But because the pulse itself, in its diastolic
repetitiveness, associates itself with the density of nervous tissue,
with its temporality of feedback, of response time, of retention
and protension, of the fact that, without this temporal wave, no
experience at all, visual or otherwise, could happen.

To tic visuality to the body, then, is to render it “impure,” an
impurity that Anémic Cinéma sends skidding along the circuitry of
the whole organism in the kind of permancntly delayed satisfaction
we connect with desire. What seems to drive the repetitive pulse
of one organ dissolving into the image of another is a sense of the
crosion of good form, an experience of prdgnanz in the grip of the
devolutionary forces of a throb that disrupts the laws of form, that
overwhelms them, that scatters them. And it is here that Duchamp
invents the pulsc as onc of the operations of the formless, the pulse
that brings the news that we “see™ with our bodies.

Duchamp extended his own attack on the modernist myth of
visual purity into other works, such as Etant donnés. .. (1945-66),
which, although they continue to insist that we “see” with the
body, no longer employ a strategy directly linked either to the pulse
or the formless.” But other artists, who experienced Duchamp in
the context of postwar American modernism and formulated their
own critique of the “visualist” agenda, began to usc the pulse to
destabilize “good form.”

Onc example is the early video work of Bruce Nauman, which,
like Anémic Cinéma, cxploits repetitive movement within a fixed
frame to work the devolutionary pressure of the pulse cffect against
the stable image of the human body. In Bouncing in the Corner I
(1969), for example, the artist’s torso, viewed in medium close-up,
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keeps propelling itself off the corner of the studio and toward the
camera and then slamming backward into the walls again. As this
motion repeats, the torso begins to follow the path of Duchamp’s
printed spirals, taking on the character of a body part scparated oft
from the rest of Nauman's person — now appearing as a beating
heart, now as an expanding and contracting lung, now as a sexual
organ. This pulsatile effect is also at work in Lip Synch (1969), in
which the lower part of the artist’s face is seen upside-down in
close-up, saving “lip synch™ over and over, the movements of the
mouth doubly defamiliarized by being both out of synch with the
sound track and visually inverted, thus devolving into “beat.” And
once again, the whole person is transmuted into “part object,”
which in turn dissolves from one o}gani(' association to another,
each as unstable as the next.

At first glance Richard Serra's film Hand Catching Lead (1971),
though its movement is pulsatile — again a fixed frame, within
which a hand is secn opening and closing in an effort to catch the
scraps of lead that keep falling into the space of the image (some-
times missing their prey, at other times ca(ching it onl)' to open
immediately and let it drop out of the frame) — seems to have more
to do, formally, with the tradition of the “flicker film" (a genre
characterized by its usc of rapidly alternating black and white
frames, and sccking both to develop an “abstract” film idiom and
to harken back to the beginning days of cinema, when the primitive
technology of the medium caused the image to jerk or “flicker™)
than with the legacy of Anémic Cinéma. Like so many other artists
in New York in the 1960s, Scrra was a regular at Anthology Film
Archives, where a repertory of experimental films was continually
cycled for the gathering of minimalists, process and conceptual
artists, composers, and dancers who assembled there most eve-
nings. Old films (by Eisenstein, Dziga Vertov, Jean Epstein, and
G.W. Pabst, for example) as well as contemporary works (by Stan
Brakhage, Jonas Mekas, and Peter Kubelka), were shown at AFA,
and they revcaled formal concerns with camera movement, fram-
ing, editing, and so on to a growing audience of film connoisseurs.

Out of this milicu a movement arose in the 1960s, which was
sometimes characterized as “structuralist” filmmaking. The film-
makers in this movement sought to reduce cinematic experience
to the most basic components of its material and phenomenologi-
cal supports, whether this meant making the movie screen itself
palpable, or rendering visible the film frame as physical support —
with all its sprocket holes, projector burns, scratches, and tears —or
making the trajectory of vision shared by camera, projector, and
spectator the subject of a single constructive act, and so on.} Within
this movement, the flicker film, initiated by Kubelka (Arnulf Rainer
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[1960]), was further developed by Paul Sharits, first as an imageless
fluctuation of pure color (Ray Gun Virus [1966])* and then as a vis-
ual pulsation into which flashes of recognizable imagery burst
(N:0:T:H:1:N:G and T.0,U,C,H.I.N,G [both 1968]). And indeed it is
this trajectory, from what could be thought of as a relative visual
or structuralist “purity” to the corporcal dimension of seeing that
is ultimately at stake in the flicker medium, that Sharits's devel-
opment cnacts. For in T,0,U,CH.IN.G, flashes of automutilation
(a young man holding scissors up to his own tongue), of attacks
on the human eye (the reference to Dali and Luis Bufucl’s Un Chien
andalou [1929] is unmistakable), and of coitus are vielded up by
the incessant pulse of the flicker. Far from seeming like a regres-
sion from abstract film back to realism, the flicker’s structural oper-
ation to dismantle the stability of the image-as-such (by cutting into
the filmic illusion and giving the viewer the sense that he or she
is actually secing the frames passing through the projector's gate)
seems rather to be an act of violence (against the “Gestalt™), vio-
lence that can then be inhabited by a set of bodily correlatives,
whether scxual or dismembering.

With this is mind, Serra’s Hand Catching Lead can be seen as a
demonstration of his own determination to invade the fixed image
of stabile sculpture with the counterimage of “process,” of some-
thing continually in the act of making and unmaking itself. Fur-
ther, he not only uses pulsation in this operation but also ties this
to a sensc in which gravity, pulling against form's ability to hold
itself intact by staying erect, continually propelling the fall of
lead through the frame, mimes the activity of the strip of film pass-
ing downward through the gate of camera or projector. Further,
through the manifestation of the artist’s flexing hand, which opens
and closes around a prey it either captures or misses, Serra’s film
performs the same violence against the Gestalt of the human body
as Nauman's and Sharits’s works do, the same opening onto the part
object and its logic.

(See “Pulse” and “Very Slow.")
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No to...the Informel

Yve-Alain Bois

The critical literature contemporary with what is called art informel
is gemrall\ deplorable, full of packaged gcmralmcs and muaph\s
ical goo, sticky with adjectival and mctaphorical supcrﬂum puﬂ(d
up with rhetorical noise and wind, and, above all, lacking even the
slightest attempt at historical analysis.! Even when the tone low-
ers a notch and the lyrical transports are sct aside by a less pom-
pous writer, the outcome is just as confused. Look at the opening
sentence of Jean Paulhan’s (culogistic) L'Art informel, published in
1962: “Informel painting appcars on a certain day in the year 1910:
it is when Braque and Picasso start to make portraits, and no sen-
sible person could make out the cyes, nose, or head.™ Braque and
Picasso ... informel artists? Paulhan’s next sentence is of the same
stamp, naming even Theo van Docsburg among the precursors to
this genre. Needless to say, there is nothing to be gotten from this
mess of pontification typical of the man of letters who has given
himself license to write on something about which he has not the
slightest idca.

And yet, and vet. Quite unawares, Paulhan put his finger on the
very thing that situates art informel at the opposite pole from the
informe: “Why have we used informel for a kind of painting that
strikes us first by the strangeness of its shapes, by the mystery of its
forms? The word was coined by Michel Tapié, for the drawings of
Bryen. However, onc of the young painters of the school — [Robert]
Lapoujade — intelligently suggests calling it rather: formal. But we
should not demand too much from a name; it is already wonder-
ful that this one evokes —even if by antithesis — the thing in ques-
tion."? For Robert Lapoujade was right, and if the writers who
poured out their hearts on the subject of the informel for a good
twenty vears had done their homework and demanded a little more
from words, the term in question would have been dropped as soon
as it was proposcd.

That Fautrier was often cited as one of the three pioneers of
art informel (with Dubuffet and Wols) did not prevent him from
sowing a bit of taxonomical confusion into the critical lexicon, for
he viewed this label with borror and held that the literature on the
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subject, “written in the well-known drugstore style,” was devoid
of the slightest interest.* And he was not alone in protesting. Wols
died in Scptember 1951, just before the wave of this writing began
to gather force, but Dubuffet wrote an outraged letter to Michel
Tapié after receiving a copy of Tapi¢'s Un Art autre, the very drug-
storelike book/manifesto that launched :r_l[ormel as a movement in
1952: *1 refuse as strongly as possible to join forces with all that.
I subscribe to nothing this book supports.™

The word informel is sclf-evidently badly chosen, and its greatest
wrong is to look so much like the word informe, even though the
latter’s ficld of reference is diametrically opposed to the former's.
But what do Fautrier, Wols, and Duhuffel hau to do. \'nh el(h«r
of these concepts? There are three possible answers to that qucsuon ‘

First, one might arguc that, despite these artists’ own feclings on
the subject, Fautrier, Dubuftet, and Wols are the only true informel
artists. Their antipathy to the term (on Fautrier's and Dubuffet's
part), so this argument goes, arosc out of their distaste for Tapié's
bloated prose (a disgust that was not all that immediate, one should
note) and their desire to dissociate themselves from the huge gang
of painters who followed in their wake and who were often charac-
terized as “tachistes™ or “abstraits lyriques” This answer is not ours.

Second, one might arguc that the art of these three painters is
not informel but informe and that only the aforementioned “gang”
merits the label informel. The plausibility of this answer is reen-
forced by the friendship and collaboration between Fautrier and
Bataille (Fautrier illustrated Bataille's Madame Edwarda in 1945
and L'Alleluiah in 1947). Ncvertheless, we do not subscribe to this
view either.

Third, one might argue that Fautrier, Wols, and Dubuffet are
indeed informel artists (perhaps cven the only painters of that school
who count); nonetheless, there is a part of their production that
puts the informe operations into play. That is our stance.

Fautrier partakes of the informe when, in his late period, the
kitsch disjunction between color and facture casts a retrospective
shadow of suspicion on the “authenticity” of personal touch,
which, ever since impressionism, was held to be the very anti-
dote ... to the kitsch of the culture industry (figure 39). It is not
Wols's painting but his lesser-known photography (figures 16 and
44), that connects with the informe, its “base materialism” being
very close to that of the Lotar photographs Bataille published in
Documents (figure 14). Finally, Dubuffet’s materialism only opens
onto the conceptual absence necessary to the informe (“whatever
it designates has no rights in any sense and gets itsclf squashed
everywhere like a spider or an earthworm”) when it does not call
up any figurative associations (in his Materiologies, for example (fig-
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Figure 45

Jean Dubutfet,

La Vie interne du minéral,
1959-60

Silver foil on wood

38% x 51% inches
Private Collection

© 1997 ARS, New York
ADAGP, Pans

ure 45]) or when the exalted waste is not presented as recuperable

(as in his limited series Messages [figure 56]).

The whole of Dubuffet’s production, with the few exceptions
just mentioned, states more clearly than any other artist’s work
what the informel is about, namely, that it is an art of informing,
an art that insists on the emergence of the human figure. From his
earliest writings on, Dubuffet has always been concerned with the

"

“mechanism of references” which alone brings colors to life, and
the common ground of the things we perceive, namely, “their
belonging to the world of man."® “Every surface wants to be diver-
sified,” Dubuffet writes in his “Notes pour les fins-lettrés™ (Notes
for the Well-Lettered) (1946), a demand which his later painted

and graphic w ork srrupulnusl\' obeys (aside from, once again, cer-
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tain of the Materiologies and Texturologies from the end of the 1950s).
“Starting off from the informe” (the phrase used as the heading of
the first paragraph of “Notes pour les fins-lettrés™), once ends up
with the image; all Dubuffet’s sculptures made out of sponges,
roots, and other found materials are the most obvious manifesta-
tion of this process. Needless to say, the “informe™ Dubufiet speaks
of here has no relation to what, along with Bataille, we mean by
this term. Dubuffet’s usage is, rather, akin to something Valéry had
addressed. Valéry —as so many writers (including Paulhan) would
do later in the context of the art informel discussion — madc a con-
nection between the landscape studies that Degas made “indoors,
heaping bits of coke borrowed from his stove, as models,” and the
hoary remark by Leonardo da Vinci about discovcring unexpected

figures in the peeling patches of old walls.?

If the literature on the informel is a projective literature, it is
because it concerns an art of projection (Dubuffet's Texturologies
and Materiologies only escape this process despite their author: as
for him, he prefers to recall to the viewers that these works are to
be read as “carth scen from above,” with all the connotations of
“native land” that this implies®). Whence the innumcrable relations
drawn at the time between informel painting and micro- or macro-
photography (relations that were, as further confirmation of the
projective aims of these artists, not always displeasing to the paint-
ers).® Whence also, as Dubuffet relates, the importance of the act
of titling, which thus becomes the most striking confirmation of
the logocentric principle: there is only named meaning." Whence,
finally, contrary to what Tapié and Stéphane Lupasco claim, the
deeply anti-entropic nature of art informel, since it is always a mat-
ter of going from the nondifferentiated to the differentiated."

All this is clear in Dubuffet’s case, for the good reason that
he never hid his profound lack of interest in abstraction. But the
same logic is at work in all the informel painters, which explains
the compulsive adjectival hyperbole of those who have had to write
about this art. As Georges Mathicu put it, “Up to now, a thing
being given, a sign was invented for it. Henceforth, a sign being
given, it will be viable and by means of this truly a sign if it finds
its incarnation.™"

To find a philosophical defense of art informel, one must turn
to Sartre. More than his late texts on Lapoujade (1961) and Wols
(1963) or his cssay on André Masson (first published in 1960, but
probably written in the late 1940s), one should read the last chap-
ter of I"Imaginaire (The Psychology qf Imagination), published three
years before his famous diatribe against Bataille, “Un nouveau mys-
tique™ (1943). Sartre begins by refuting the idea that the artist real-
izes an idea or image on his canvas that had previously been in his
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mind: “this lcads us to believe that there occurred a transition from
the imaginary to the real. But this is in no way true. That which is
real, we must not fail to note, are the results of the brushstrokes,
the stickiness of the canvas, its grain, the polish spread over the
colors.” But, Sartre adds, “all this docs not constitute the object
of aesthetic appreciation.” We might think that we are poles apart
from the attitude of a Dubuffet, for example. But that is not so.
Even if Dubuffet had always focused the viewer's attention on the
matcrials he employed, it was never a matter of considering them
in themsclves. And so Sartre continues: “The painting should then
be conceived as a material thing visited from time to time (every
gime that the spectator assumes the imaginative attitude) by an
“unreal which is precisely the painted [depicted] object.” Even an
abstract picture is not perccived as a real object: aesthetically, only
the “unrecal objects” that the “imaginative consciousness™ pro-
jects onto it exist."! We are right at the heart of what Bataille calls
(in order to criticize it in the most virulent way possible) “the play
of transpositions.”

(See “Basc Materialism,” “Kitsch,” “Sweats of the Hippo,” and
“Zone.")

N

No to...Joseph Beuys

Rosalind E. Krauss

Laughing about the pun it incarnated, since German for chair
(Stuhl) is also the polite term for shit (stool), Beuys was happy
to give an excremental spin to his celebrated sculpture Fat Chair
(1964) (figure 46): “I placed [the fat] on a chair to emphasize this,
since here the chair represents a kind of human anatomy, the area of
digestive and excretive warmth processes, sexual organs and inter-
esting chemical change, relating psychologically to willpower. ...
‘[S]hit" ..., too, is a used and mineralized material with chaotic
character, reflected in the cross-section of fat."! He was also eager
to place his preferred materials — wax, felt, fat, a thick brown paint
with which he coated many of his assemblages, musty old objects
he gathered together as so much detritus — at the service of a set
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Figure 46.
Joseph Beuys,
Fat Chair, 1964
Wood and feit
Private Collection

© 1997 ARS. New York /

VG Biid-Kunst. Bonn
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of performance rituals, so that they would function as the remains
of so many acts of communion, the relics of so many elaborated
rites. Carrying his felt-wrapped walking stick or his shapeless knap-
sack, or huddled beneath a felt blanket next to a pacing covote,
he thus took on a succession of roles: of shaman, of wandering Jew,
of scapegoat, of martyr.

All of this — the scatological nature of the materials, the insis-
tence on the sacred — might strike one as textbook Bataille, espe-
cially since Beuys's various allegorics of the sacred tended to join
high and low to articulate the sacrificial figure as an exemplary
being catapulted from his position as sovereign into an identifica-
tion with the lowest of his social subjects.? Beuys himself projected
this dual idéntity in one of his last works, Paldszo Regale (1985), a
funerary monument organized as an allegorized double self-portrait
in which the paraphernalia of the tramp or beggar are laid out in
one glass-walled sarcophagus and the regalia of the king or emperor
in the other.

In the course of analyzing Palazzo Regale, Thierry de Duve speaks
of Beuys as reflecting, in all their variety, the denizens of that fabled
land from which the personality of the romantic artist was thought
to have sprung, the land in which the outcast rises above the heads
of the philistines, where love redeems the lost and dying, and
where the only true nobility is that of talent, the land that came
to be called “la bohéme.™* Because the modernist artist was thought
of as emerging from this country, as the harbinger of a form of life
not territorialized by the social divisions created by industriali-
zation, and thus as the incarnation of the almost unthinkable con-
dition of nonalicnated labor, the early modern avant-garde had
projected utopian visions from this very place of marginalization.
And Beuys, cager to promote his own acstheticized version of a
postcapitalist utopia — what he called a “social sculpture” — worked
specifically to transcode the character of the bohemian into that
of the proletarian, the figure whom Marx had cast as both the sub-
ject and object of history, who would rise from the ashes of capi-
talism as the controller of his own labor power, producing his own
being as value. Collapsing these two figures — bohemian and pro-
letarian — together, Beuys came up with the redemptive phrase,
“Each man is an artist,” thus recasting cach specific act of labor -
the nurse at her station, the digger in the ditch —as creative and
thus an act of sculpting, just as he proclaimed every spoken word
an clement in the same great collective work.

If, however, Marx was repelled by Bohemia —not the mythical
one of Murger, but the real one of the lumpen proletariat — it was
because these motley figures, gathering in the interstices of the
great social divide between the bourgeoisic and the proletariat, had
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dropped out of the system of representation on which both class
identification and class struggle depended. Representing nothing,
they were thus a scandal for the logic of history.*

Yet, it was for this very same reason — that they had been able
to void the ccanomy of representation — that the lumpen proletar-
iat fascinated Bataille. For the informe is of course grounded on the
wreckage of representation, of assimilating everything to form. In
the articles he wrote after 1934 for La Critique sociale, Bataille
explored the subversive work — the transgression from below, the
(in his terms) scatology — of the lumpen, secing it as something
that could not be assimilated within rule-regulated, representative
society, the society of the “homogeneous.” On the contrary, what
interested Bataille was the fact that homugt'ﬁmus society, anxious
to submit everything to the laws of efficiency and thus to recycle
all its products, nonetheless produces waste that it cannot assimi-
late — excremental waste that builds up as a heterogeneous threat.’

It is Beuys's drive toward a totalized system in which everything
is recuperated by the “social sculpture™ that we see the fault lines
opening up between his idea of the excremental or the heteroge-
ncous and that of Bataille’s. Added to Beuys's belicf in total assim-
ilation (“Every man is an artist™; every speech act is a sculpture)
there is his interpretation of the shamanistic figure as the one who
reveals the form always alrcady locked within the chaos of matter,
who therefore informs matter. Speaking of his use of fat as drama-
tizing this work of form giving, of Gestaltung, Beuys said, “In this
way I could transform the character of this fat from a chaotic and
unsettled state to a very solid condition of form ... [with] a geo-
metrical context as its end."® And, indeed, Beuys's allegorical use
of substances, and his constant insinuation of his own body into a
network of myth, was devoted to this idea of breathing logos into
his materials, so that by assuming form they would also be resur-
rected as meaning.

Beuys's notion of total recuperation connected to a system from
which nothing escapes being impressed into the service of mean-
ing is thus involved in an idea of the sacred that is as far away as
possible from that of Bataille's. Beuys's expressionism, his mythico-
religious drive, found echoes in many other practices in postwar
Europe, most prominently those of Hermann Nitsch, who domi-
nated the Vienna Aktionismus group with his own performances
of a redemptive version of sacrificial self-mutilation. As should be
more than clear by now, the formless is inimical to this drive toward
the transcendental, which always tries to recuperate the excre-
mental, or the sacrificial fall, by remaking it as theme.

(See “Figure™ and “Conclusion: The Destiny of the Informe.”)
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Olympia

Rosalind E. Krauss

And if Cy Twombly's Olympia said, as evervone had always thought,
“()I'\jmpia" and “morte.” would those two \\‘()rfls— in thp'suggcs-
tiveiness of their interaction and in the setting forth of the’ pf(»pcr
name — have undermined the work of the graftiti mark as scato-
logical (figure 47)7 Would they have succeeded, that is, in sublimat-
ing the image? Would they have clothed the name in a resplendent
nakedness, all the more beautiful in that it is wholly imaginary?
Would they have made this pockmarked wall over into a funcerary
monument, an Et in Arcadia Ego crected at the threshold of the
postmodern?

The narrative suggestions of the dead Olympia, or of the death
of Olympia, open up the scarred and desecrated surface of the
painting from the back, as it were, excavating a space within or
bevond it, a space into which we pass imaginatively as onto a stage.
It is a stage inhabited by ghosts — the long-departed gods of classi-
cal mythology and, even closer to us, the dead figure of Manet’s
painting, the one that inaugurated the whole history of a modern-
ist ambition itself now curiously liquidated, declared a myth. It is
as if that utopian drive to close off the illusionistic or virtual space
of painting, to challenge the falschood of the depicted third dimen-
sion, to constitute the true work (and thus the truth of the work)
in terms of the pure simultaneity of its two-dimensional surface
and the immediacy and directness with which that surface is given
to vision — it is as if all that could be compromised in the split
sccond of pronouncing, or inscribing, a proper name. One savs
“Olympia” and a multitude of narratives spring up around the
word, cach one succeeding in securing for itself a little room on
the imaginary stage in which to exist.

But Twombly does not say “Olympia” He says, “fuck.” “Fuck
Olympia.” He says it sotto voce, which is why, perhaps, no one
had ever noticed it; yet there it is, in the lower center, just pre-
ceding and almost abutting the inscription of her name.! “Fuck
Olympia.”

Scatological, d(‘basing. performative, “Fuck ()|)lnpia" is also
concerted to play with the axis that links this command to its
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viewer/veader, the axis that aims directly at the receiver of the
command, making him or her the target of its deictic act of point-
ing. For just as there is a slippage in this imperative — with “fuck
Olympia™ now concerning the woman (goddess or prostitute), now
concerning the painting (Manet's, and by implication an entire tra-
dition’s) — there is also a constant play set up in the implications
of the deictic connection.

If it is the woman who is in question, Twombly's painting re-
hearses the whole trajectory of modernism, with its beginnings in
the erotics of a traditional, classical relation to the image that
Manet’s Olympia itself had acted to transform. “Fuck Olympia™ is,
we might say, the form through which Manet's painting stripped
away the veils of denial and selfl-deception under which the thrill
of libinal possession was carried on in the name of disinterested
pleasure and ideal beauty. For, curiously, this admission, exccuted
by the exchange of glances which transforms goddess into prosti-
tute and viewer into client, has the effect as well of transmuting
the perceptual field. It is as if the veil that falls away also —and by
that very fact — enshrouds. So that the space of painting is con-
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Figure 47.

Cy Twombly,

Olympia, 1957.
House painl, crayon,
and pencil on canvas,
78% x 104Y. inches.
Private Collection,
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verted from one that had always accepted and confirmed an imag-
inary plenitude — through which the visual and the bodily formed
a single continuum — to onc that, in dissembling no l(mgcr changes

the medium of address. Now declaring openly the givens of the pic-
torial medium — the flatness of its surface and the specificity of
its connection as visual only —the work transmutes the corporeal
into a uniquely optical dimension that renders it “pure.”

But Twombly's directive has multiple readings, in which other
substitutions are forced to take place, and through which the opti-
cal itself is, it not replaced, subverted. Another “fuck Olvmpia,”
one that castigates, denigrates, dismisses Manet's painting, shrugs
off its mauguralihara(tcr and, in a burst of irritation, opens its
PUS

tion that the third word, “morte,” takes on loss a funerary, com-

ism to a permanent quvslmn And it is by means of this ques-

memorative meaning than a violent one.,

T\\'O ﬂndl,\‘s(’.\ vie for our attention h('r(‘. ()n(‘ concerns lhl‘ nature
of this uniquely optical, modernist space — the one announced by
Manet's Olympia — which Twombly's utterance, in its most nega-
tive inflection, operates to cancel. The other involves the dimen-
sions of that cancellation, its structure and its operative force. But
both analyses turn on a progressively redefined notion of axial con-
nection, once that plays successive changes on what we might call
the “realist” projective diagram of classical perspective, wherein
the visual array gathers up all the strands of its scparate parts to
coordinate them as beams of light that are sent, arrowlike, to con-
verge at a single point in the viewer's eve. The modernist change
is to swivel this arrow ninety degrees, so that what was perpen-
dicular to our planc of vision — retreating away from it in succes-
sive waves back into the distance — now lies entirely parallel to that
plane, in a wash of simultancous display.

We might say that the result of this rotation is the loss of a
single viewpoint; that, in creating this synchrony of a now ab-
stracted visual field, modernist painting has impossibly gencralized
and diffuscd the place of the viewer. But the various paradigms that
generations of such modernists invented — the grids, the nested
squares, the monochromes, the figures en abyme — were not simply
meant to bring figure and ground into an absolute parity, so that
space being everywhere simultaneous would be everywhere trans-
parent to itself. Those paradigms were also intended reflexively,
as the very image of what could be called the cognitive moment,
in which consciousness both grasps the preconditions of the vis-
ual as purc synchrony and internalizes this intuition as its own. Con-
sciousness is, in this sense, both the frame of this intuition and its
contents, both its figure and its ground. So that, if the formerly
realist point of view is, indecd, gencralized over this surface, it

149




is because it is lifted up within in it — canceled and at the same
time preserved —for it has become a vision everywhere the same
because everywhere open to itself, transparent to itself, the vers
picture of a purely homogencous plenum in which nothing is hid-
den anywhere.

It is this idca of homogeneity, however, that the next quarter-
turn of the arrow would challenge. For, as the visual axis rotated
once again, realigning itself anew with a perpendicular address
toward the canvas, it would do so in the performative mode, as a
reconstitution of the subject of enunciation, as the one who says
“I” “Fuck Olympia™ it will say, as it deposits its mark on the sur-
face, like the a that cancels. in a great big hiss of negation.

This negation is given the specific form of graffiti within
Twombly's visual vocabulary. And indecd graffiti is one of the var-
iations of the trace which Bataille analyzed in his 1930 text on the
collective production called “primitivism,” the production that ties
together the first marks squiggled on the cave walls from twenty-
five thousand years ago and the random traces made by contem-
porary children as they drag their dirty fingers along walls or doors
for the destructive pleasure of leaving a mark. The occasion for
Bataille’s text was the publication of a theory that resemblance is
born from such destruction. Its author, G.-H. Luquet, theorizes
that these first gestures arise from “a mechanical affirmation of
their authors’ personality,” a kind of stamp or scal of the marker's
tentative presence. But from one affirmation ... . to another, the ran-
dom squiggles rapidly become a kind of projective test, within
which the neophyte artist, Rorschachlike, begins to “recognize™
likenesses. And such visual projection soon leads to construction,
as the draftsman launches into a more controlled and purposcful
repetition of the initial pattern, now making lines parallel, now
drawing with a single finger, now adding details — horns, say, or
beaks — to secure the identity of a semishapeless silhouctte. This
mastery of resemblance is progressive, although Luquet’s secondary
thesis claims that, with children and so-called primitive peoples,
such mastery is arrested at a conceptual phase, never to attain the
perceptual realism of developed Western painting.

If, however, Bataille pounces on the fact that the paleolithic data
do not fit this theory, since the fabulously detailed and nuanced
animals from the caves parade a full-blown perceptual realism,
while the representations of the human figures remain curiously
informe, it is not to refute Luquet's “beginning” but rather to rein-
terpret it. The initial desire to destroy or deface the surface, Bataille
calls “alteration,” relishing the fact that this word is bifurcated
from within, since its definition, he argues, points in opposite
directions simultancously: both downward, to the decomposition
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of matter (as in a corpse), and upward, to its transcendence (as in
the passage to an altered, sacred state, as for example, a ghost). And
the internal contradiction of the word is a perfect fit, as it were,
for the deed it names, in which making a mark will be born out
of a pure joy in destruction, a sadism that strikes simultaneously
against the support of the mark and against its maker. For if the
reindecr and the bison evolve toward resemblance and the human
form does not, it is because the very production of the marker's
seal, insofar as it is a registration of his self, projected out onto the
world as a kind of lacerating shadow cast on its surface, carries the
iogi(‘ of the mirror irﬁagc as always undergirded by aggression.
Bataille's other word for this logic is “automutilation.”

It is this automutilative condition that Derrida located in the
very structure of the trace. This is the trace that, cutting even as
it marks, is the engine of heterogencity, the instigator of différance.
Derrida has said of this form, “It is not the question of a constituted
difference here, but rather, before all determination of the con-
tent, of the pure movement which produccs difference. The (pure)
trace is différance. It does not depend on any sensible plenitude,
audible or visible, phonic or graphic. It is, on the contrary, the con-
dition of such a plenitude.™? Unity, the unity of the sign, is thus
preceded by multiplicity, or at least by the formal conditions of
separation, of division, of deferral, which underlie the sign as its
very ground of possibility. And this prior condition, intervening like
a knife to cut into the indivisibility of presence — the presence of
the subject to himself, or of meaning to itself —is understood to
be a form of violence. For if to make a mark is already 1o leave one’s
mark, it is already to allow the outside of an event to invade its
inside; for it cannot be conceived without “the nonpresence of the
other inscribed within the sense of the present”* This marking,
then, as it cuts the marker away from himself, “cannot be thought
outside of the horizon of intersubjective violence™ and is thus, as
Derrida writes, “the constitution of a free subject in the violent
movement of its own effacement and its own bondage.”s

It is this “cffacement” and “bondage” that are staged by the can-
cellation of Olympia, a cancellation that, while it scems to restore
the subject and its relation to an object, restores it only to pro-
duce that subject as permanently asymptotic, a subject who can
never experience him or herself as synchronous with the ficld that
is either marked or read — the field to which he or she is present
only as a displaced term. Thus it is that the automutilative struc-
ture of marking will, as well, clicit the word “morte,” the thematic
inscription within Twombly's Olympia, of its own logic of crasurc
and self-cffacement.

The violent separation of the self from itself connects the mark
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logically, then, to automutilation on the one hand, and to anonym-
ity on the other. And if nothing demonstrates this character of the
mark better than graffiti, Twombly was not the only postwar artist
to exploit it. The work of the décollagistes, in performing a strange
marriage between graffiti and the readymade, ties the anonymous
condition of mass-produced consumer goods (and the apparatus of
their advertising) to a violent act of effacement that, in its actual
anonymity, having been made by unknown vandals against the pub-
lic billboards on the streets of Paris —but also, as we have scen, in
the very logic of its structure as mark — is a form of self-cffacement.
For artists such as Frangois Dufrénc, Raymond Hains, and Jacques
Villeglé to have preserved these clandestine “acts™ as works. (fig-

ure 55) was to have entered into the logic ‘of automutilation and

to have accepted the anonymity that accompanies the lash of the
mark as the precondition of their own relation to the conditions
of making.

(See *Jeu Lugubre” “Ray Guns,” and “Zone.")

P

Part Object

Rosalind E. Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois

Never quite as overt as the fight between Breton and Bataille over
the right to Dali's Le Jeu lugubre, the “right” to Giacometti's art was
nonetheless another point of contention between surrealist ortho-
doxy and its heterodox opposition. A full year before Breton had
been alerted to the existence of his work, Giacometti had entered
the pages of Documents, shepherded by his friend Michel Leiris.! But
then came the exhibition of Suspended Ball (figure 48) in the fall
of 1930, greeted by Breton and the other surrealists with an instant
feeling of stupefaction. There, suspended above the crescent shape
of a recumbent wedge, a sphere with a cleft removed from its under-
side hung like a kind of pendulum, the two forms brought close
enough to appear almost to be touching — indeed, almost to be
caressing. “Now, cveryone who has seen this object function,”
Maurice Nadeau reported, “has felt a violent and indefinable emo-
tion doubtless having some relation with unconscious sexual desires.
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Figure 48

Alberto Giacomett:,
Suspended Ball, 1930 -31
Wood and metal,

24 x 147 x 14 inches
Musée National d'Art
Moderne-CCl, Centre
Georges Pompidou. Paris
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This emotion has nothing to do with satistaction, rather with irri-
tation, the kind provoked by the disturbing perception of a lack.™

Giacometti's passage into the apparatus of the surrealist move-
ment was rapidly effected after that. An image of Suspended Ball
was not only published by 1931, in the third issue of Le Surréalisme
au service de la révolution, along with the artist’s sketches for “objets
mobiles et muets,” but the sculpture had spawned a minipractice
of surrealist objects, such as Dali's Objet scatologique a fonctionne-
ment symbolique, accompanied by Dali's own theorization of the
“surrealist object.” Such objects, he stated, as the precipitates of
erotic fantasics that had broken free of the repression and censorship
of rational thought, would inevitably bear testimony to unconscious
desire as a form of sexual perversion. Thus, even while acknowl-
edging the importance of Giacometti's example, Dali nonetheless
cautioned that Suspended Ball was still unfortunately ruled by the
“mcans proper to sculpture.” He argued, “The objects of symbolic
function leave no place for formal concerns. They depend only
on the amorous imagination of cvervone and are extraplastic.
What then follows, in Dali's text, is a series of examples of such
objects — one by Breton, another by Gala Eluard, the last by him-
sclf — which become increasingly claborate and filled with pecul-
iar incident, such as the pubic hair, pornographic photograph, sugar
cube, glass of milk, and shoc that his own object drives into pre-
sumed crotic conjunction.

Yet precisely because of the “extraplastic™ nature of the rela-
tion between the clements — the fact that ncither the connection
between them as shapes, nor the character of the motion that would
bring them into contact, is perspicuous — the “functioning” of all
the objects Dali presents (with the exception of Giacometti's)
depends on a set of explanations, making them seem like the illus-
trations of so many absent texts. And it is in this tension between
the “formal concerns™ Giacometti is accused of and Dali’s own con-
viction that the baseness of unconscious desire demands an expres-
sion that must be “extraplastic” that one can locate a struggle over
the nature of the informe.

Indecd, it is this kind of tension that Roland Barthes seems to
have in mind when he rejects a thematic or “extraplastic” reading
of Bataille’s 1926 pornographic novel Histoire de I'oeil (The Story of
the Eye), no matter how filled the book might be with the precip-
itates of perverse fantasy and unleashed sexual imagination, to insist
instcad on a specifically structuralist account of the book. The story,
Barthes declares, is not that of a set of characters and their exploits,
but of an object — the eve — whose characteristics yield the combi-
natoire from which the textual fabric is woven, both at the level of
its language and in the dimension of its events. For the grid this
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object produces is constructed from an axis of shapes (the chain
of globular forms that links eve to sun to egg to testicles) and an
axis of fluids (a scries of liquids that mutates from tears to volk
to semen). It is the crossing of these two axes at their multiple
points, Barthes argues, that produces the precise images with which
Bataille operates — such as when the sun, metaphorized as cve and
volk, is described as “flaccid luminosity™ —and gives rise to the
phrase “the urinary liquefaction of the sky.” In describing Bataille's
book as a kind of structuralist machine, Barthes is, on the one hand,
clearly opposing its strategy to the surrealist idea of chance, with
the poctic image defined as the result of a fortuitous encounter.
lu

a

1 the other hand, he is describing the book’s narrative as
om for 1mkmg agamsl the very possibilitics of meaning. For
the action of the grid is not only to sct up the factitiousness of every

term (the fact that none muld have a point of origin in the real
world and thus none could serve as the smry'» privileged term, the
one that provides it with its ultimate sense); it is also to declare
cach term as sexually impossible, the result of a continual collapse
of sexual difference, as the grid works to produce the eve as a kind
of round phallus. “He thus leaves no other recourse,” Barthes writes,
“than to consider, in Histoire de I'oeil, a perfectly spherical meta-
phor: cach of the terms is always the significr of another (no term is
a simple signified), without our ever being able to stop the chain.™

The operational nature of Barthes's analysis is thus clear. This
machine to (‘()llapsc a possiblc, distinct sexual idcmi(_\ is at one
and the same time a system constructed within the definition of
the informe: a procedure to strip away categorics and to undo the
very terms of meaning/being.

Barthes's analysis is no less pertinent to Giacometti's sculpture.
Suspended Ball is also a “machine,” whose pendular movement is,
like Bataille's circular grid, constantly creating points of contact
that just as continually produce images of the “impossible.” For the
perfect sexual ambivalence of each of the clements in Giacometti's
sculpture — in which the labial form of the wedge is stridently phal-
lic and the active, presumably masculine element of the work, in
its cloven roundness, is yieldingly vaginal —is made to enter into
the same migration that occurs in The Story of the Eye, with one
clement sent mutating into the next. Thus the ball swinging over
the blade of the wedge is also permuted into the image of an eve
(Un Chien andalou is not far off), while the erotic reading of this
contact also suggests phallus and buttocks.

Thus, while Dali might deplore the “formal concerns™ of Sus-
pended Ball, it scems more enlightening to call these operational,
with every pendular swing of the structure reconstituting the
object’s “parts”™; and while Dali might call for the illustration of
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perverse fantasies, it seems more aceurate to view the constantly
shifting identity of organs, or “part objects,” brought about by the
svstematic relationship between movement and permutation as in
fact a mechanism to resist meaning, to attack the illustrative or
the thematic.

However, to acknowledge Giacometti's recourse here to the
image of the part object might seem to reinvest this strategy with
just the kind of narrative Barthes's structuralist analysis of The Story
of the Eye warns against. After all, one might arguce, in the psycho-
analytic work of Mclanie Klein, from which the idea of the part
object derives, these organs — the breast, the penis, the womb, and
s0 on — only detach themsely
nal body to produce the complex scenarios of the “paranoid”™ or

from the larger matrix of the mater-

“depressive position” through which the infant enacts its desire for
and frustrated rage against the global figure of the mother for whom
these objects stand. Thus no matter how compelling the Kleinian
image of the complete instability of the human form might be —
as the infant splits the breast into a good and bad object, ingesting
one and rejecting the other, only to feel both threatened by what
has entered its body to persecute it and at the same time in des-
perate need of making amends to the very organ it has cannibal-
ized out of love — the goal of Klein's theory is ultimately to make
part objects into the agents of intersubjective relations, and thus
players in a drama between persons, not between indefinable, pro-
tean organs.

This is the argument that Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari
offered against Melanie Klein even as they gladly adopted her the-
ory of the part object for their own attack, in Anti-Oedipus, on the
production of meaning. For they thought of these objects in the
way Barthes had described Bataille's chains of signifiers: as a se-
quence of conncctions between the parts of a machine, the goal
of which, for the infant, is to receive a flow of energy (the mouth
attaches to the breast in order to ingest a stream of milk) and to
retransmit it, the particular part object changing its very nature
in the course of its function: from reception machinc at one point
of connection to transmission machine at the other. The uncon-
scious, they argucd, is totally unaware of persons as such — from
which it follows that part objects are not representations of paren-
tal figures: they are parts of desiring machines.’

This idea of organ life as impersonal but permutational, with a
simple operation (like Giacometti's swing of the pendulum) enact-
ing the change, as well as the reversal of this change, and thus the
utter instability of meaning/being, spread throughout much of the
production that surrounded Bataille’s magazine Documents at the
cnd of the 1920s and the new review, Minotaure (whose name he
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suggested), at the be ginning of the 1930s. One of the operations
common to various photographers associated with these reviews
was the simple but efficient practice of rotating the human body,
so that a mere change in axis from vertical to horizontal would
transmute whole into part, high (the Gestalt) into low (the sexual
organ), human into base (the animal). This is the strategy Brassai
carries out on the form of a female nude in the opening issue of
Hinotaure, for example, where in one image rotation transmutes
the female torso into phallus (figure 49), or in another a change of
axis supplants breasts and rib cage with the image of the beast. It
is also the strategy Man Ray uses in the photograph he called Anat
omies (1930), where the violently upended head of the sitter, seen
from below, e }\ie.u s the figure's face with nothing but the erected
thrust of the neck ending in the distended underside of the chin
And this latter photograph, in which the human is suddenly
re pl,uul by the animal, immediately recalls to mind the sardonic
image from Bataille’s “Pineal Eve.” There, in opposition to the idea
of the civilizing change of axis that lifted man off the horizontal
plane of his animal condition to set him erect on his two feet and
thereby to initiate the long process of education and sublimation,

Bataille interposes the image of another form of verticality: this




one obscene. This is the verticalization of the monkey whose
newly found upright posture merely produces the effect that its
anus is ever more strikingly visible. “In the course of the progres-
sion towards uprightness that goes from the quadruped 10 Homo
erectus, the ignominious look of the animal increases until it reaches
horrifying proportions, from the pretty lemur, scarcely baroque,
who still moves along the horizontal plane, up to the gorilla,”
Bataille writes. And, in this case, verticality “in no way significs a
regression from original bestiality but a liberation of anal forces —
lubricious, absolutely disgusting — of which man is only the con-
tradictory expression.™

, Anoth
Ticism,

example of anatomical redistribution, or “round phal-
furnikh«-:]'b)' the work of Lygia Clark, pafucuhrly her
series of “propositions,” dating from 1966-68, and given the over-
all title Nostalgia of the Body (“proposition™ is the term the artist
substituted for “work of art,” since what was at issuc in these works

was not a function of any quality of the object itself — which was
cither a readymade or something simple enough for anyvone to
refabricate — but resided instead in the object’s manipulation). Of
course, as such a title clearly signals, the point of departure for this
serics was an investigation of a phenomenological sort (itself evoly-
ing from carlier work, such as Beasts [1960-64], geometrical “sculp-
tures” made of sheets of aluminum hinged together so that the
“viewer"” is forced into an unpredictable wrestling match once he
or she handles them, or again her Caminhando (Trailing) (1964)
(figure 68), where the accent is placed on the lcmpuralily and
irreversibility of the action to the detriment of its result, which
is, each time, destroyed (sec “Water Closet™ below). The primary
aim was always to find the means, by sensory — above all, tactile -
shocks, to liberate the body from its prison by making it access-
ible “to consciousness” (a catch-22, since “consciousness” precisely
constitutes the boundaries that maintain the closed body).” But
this project for a phenomenological awakening very quickly turned
into its opposite: the dismantling of the whole body into so many
part objects.

Three “propositions” from 1966 arc exemplary in this regard.
The first, titled Dialogue, and conccived in collaboration with
Hélio Oiticica, refers back to Clark’s beginnings, specifically in
the neo-concretist movement that was directly opposed to the sci-
entism of Max Bill's concrete art, which was very current in Bra-
zil during the 1950s. Dialogue explores what the bodily “use value”
might be of a Mébius strip, the topological figure that Bill had cel-
cbrated in so many polished granite monuments. While Bill was
interested in the Maébius strip as a form that is simultancously
complex and essentialized, Dialogue takes it as the “material” of a
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sensory defamiliarization. Two participants are needed, cach pass-
ing a hand into one of the two loops of the strip (made of slightly
clasticized cloth): the hands, back-to-back, can touch, eventually
twisting the strip until they are able to clasp, but their move-
ment is neither wholly free nor wholly controllable, and soon the
visual and tactile sensations scem to part company. If the “dia-
logue™ is continued long enough, a moment comes where the
impression is born that the hands arc carrying out a kind of auton-
omous dance and that, in their false symmetry, they are separated
from the body.

Air and Stone (1967) (figure 50) arose from an cvent in the life
of the artist, whosc broken wrist had for a long time been “wrapped
in a sort of cast that had to be kept warm” (to this end her hand
was bandaged in a plastic bag kept airtight by an clastic band): *One
day, I stripped off the plastic bag, inflated it in closing it with the
elastic, and, taking a little stone, 1 tried to hold it aloft, by press-
ing the bag with my two hands on onc of the points of this air bag,
then I let it sink, thus miming a giving birth that was very disturb-
ing But the disturbing aspect does not stop with the image of
giving birth: there again, onc quickly secs that it is difficult to con-
trol the pressure of the fingers on the plastic bag inflated with
warm air, a pressure whose slightest shift sets the precariously bal-
anced stone to shaking, and by turns to sinking or surfacing. On
the one hand (the tactile aspect), the skin of the hand, redoubled
by the plastic skin that molds it, becomes a kind of autonomous
organ; on the other (the visual aspect), the stone’s movement of
protention/retraction, the plastic bag's swelling or deflation, its
corner's pointedness or curvaciousness, clearly refers to the sex-
ual act, without onc’s being able at any moment to assign a spe-
cific role (or sex) to any of the elements put into contact.

One of the simplest “propositions™ of this scrics, called Breathe
with Me, employs a “rubber tube used by underwater divers for
breathing™: “When one sutures by pinching together the two cnds
of the tube, transformed in this way into a circular ring, and one
stretches it, there is a suffocating sound of breathing that is very
disturbing,” the artist writes, adding, “The first time | heard this
sighing sound, the consciousness of my breathing obsessed me dur-
ing many stifling hours™ And again, as Guy Brett notes, we have
“the sensation of taking out our own lung and working it like any
other object™®

The phenomenological “becoming aware” of the body has
turned into the uncanny as analyzed by Freud: the production of
the double, the membra disjecta, the fantasy of suffocation tied
to the fear of being buried alive (the ultimate in uncanniness for
many people, Freud remarks), and the split into two of the cgo,
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which no longer gathers its organs together but looks at them as
though from outside.

(See “Pulse,” “Uncanny,” and “Very Slow.")

P

Pulse

Rosalind E. Krauss

1 have constantly stressed the pulsative function, as it
were, of the unconscious.

— Jacques Lacan!

The flicker film was invented to stop time, to disable the after-
image's perceptual mechanism by means of which the visual “per-
sistence” of information contained in one film frame would bleed
into the next, creating the illusion of an uninterrupted flow of
movement. This stoppage, the reasoning went, would make it pos-
sible to look past the illusion and actually “see™ the basic unit of
film, the real support of the medium: the single frame.

But though the rapid-fire alternation of black and white, or
black and image frames, can break the flow of motion, it cannot
turn off the afterimage, which is produced by the viewer all the
same. This phenomenon is even heightened, one might say, by the
fact that the afterimage — projecting itself onto the visually “empty”
spaces provided by the “flicker’s” intermittancies of black leader —
now has a place to exist within which it can be experienced as the
ghostly counterpart to the passages of filmic representation. What
we “see” in those interstitial spaces is not the material surface of
the “frame,” nor the abstract condition of the cinematic “field,” but
the bodily production of our own nervous systems, the rhythmic
beat of the ncural network’s feedback, of its “retention™ and “pro-
tention,” as the nerve tissue retains and releases its impressions.

This, indeed, is what James Coleman’s Box (ahhareturnabout)
(1977) (figure 51) takes as the complex of material on which to
work. For this filmed boxing match, cut into short bursts of three
1o ten frames, interrupted by equally short spurts of black, is turned
into a pulsing movement that both breaks apart and flows together
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aver those breaks; which is to say, Coleman's film emphasizes move-
ment itself as a form of repetition, of beats that are separated lr} in-
tervals of absolute extinction, even while the urgency of the rhythm
promises the return of another and another. The gestures of the
boxers, and thus of the representational field of the work — which
is spun out of a few minutes of found footage of the Gene Tunney-
Jack Dempsey return fight of 1927 — would scem to embody this
rhythm, with their repeated jabs and feints, and their always threat-
ened dive into oblivion. Further, this field of visual representation
is doubled aurally by a voice-over that emphasizes both the drive
of repetition (“go on, go on,” “again, again,” “return, return”) and

the ever-waiting possibility of the onset of nothingness (“break it,

break it,” “stop, s-t-0-p i-t," “regressive, to win, or to die™).

162

Figure ©

Jar

Box (ahhareturnabout)

19

Projected images

filn
Syr

mes Co

77

hror

feman

black and white filry




The fact, however, that the viewer's own hud). in the guise of
its perceptual system and the projected afterimages it is automati-
callv “contributing” to the filmic fabric, is also being woven into
the work means that Box's subject-matter is somchow displaced
awayv from the representational plane of the sporting event and into
the rhythmic ficld of two sets of beats or pulses: the viewer's and
the boxers’. As it also means that the frequent projections of the
sound of breathing — expressed in the sound track as “ah/ah,”
“aha/ah," “p-a-m/p-u-m” —is giving voice not just to the boxers’
bodily rhythms but to those of the viewer as well.

Indeed, it is in the interest of delcrmining the nature of this
rh\lhm that the representational “content” of Box gains its special
pertinence here. For in the percussiveness of its'beat, the garishness
of its lighting, and the shock of its portraval of black-gloved fists
punching into white, vielding flesh —a shock that is echoed in the
viewer's own body by the luminous explosions of the afterimage —
the boxing match acts to produce the teeling tone, or aftect, of
this rhythm, and to qualify it as violent. Which is to say that Box is
not “about” the violence of the sport of boxing but, rather, that
the image of this brutal sport is “about™ the violence of repetition
and its structure of “the beat,” felt as a sct of explosive endings
always abruptly propelled into motion again.

In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud questioned whether rep-
ctition should be considered as the throb of eros or should instead
be scen as something that lies bevond pleasure, threatening it with
violence — something that must thercfore be identified with death.
Coming to this question after hearing the repeated dreams of trauma
victims, Freud began to theorize the structure through which a
patient is doomed to the compulsive repetition of an cvent, par-
ticularly an cvent which, far from being pleasurable, is an extreme
source of anxicty and terror. If this is so, he reasoned, it is because
the event was one that the subject both witnessed and was absent
from; which is to say that it happened to a subject who was, pecu-
liarly, not there.

Writing in 1919 about traumas suffered in trench warfare, Freud
was also in the midst of thinking about repetition as evidenced by
his patient the “Wolf Man" In the latter case study (“From the
History of an Infantile Neurosis™ [1918)), in trying to explain the
Wolf Man's simultancous presence and absence from the traumatic
event, Freud hypothesized a “primal scene™: an infantile vision of
the parents’ sexual intercourse which the patient, too young to be
able to understand it, had somchow “mis:
its witness, thus dooming him in later life to replay this scene again
and again, although cach time it would be the same, since, as on
the first occasion, he would always be cither too carly or too late.

" even though he was
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The trauma victims Freud studied had too been taken by surprise,
since their shock had “happened” 1o them when they were unpre-
pared. Their condition of thus having “missed” the occurrence by
not having had time to armor themselves against it meant that it
had passed deeply into the inner reaches of their unconscious with-
out having been registered consciously. Thus, they too, in an effort
finally to prepare themselves for the event, so as to witness at last
what they had both experienced and missed, are doomed to repeat
it and relive the anxicty of their own paradoxical absence.

If we read the trauma, then, as a form of being witness to onc’s
own absence, we sce that it gives rise to one of those impossible
sentences that cannot be sajd, and meant, by a lmng subject. We
have seen this in the examplv of animal mimic ry —as ‘when the
praying mantis configures the statement “I am dead™ — through
which the animal can no longer sustain itself as subject.” And we
teel it again in the trauma in which the first-person account of the
witness is voided by his own absence from the event he most deeply
“experienced.” This, then, is the rhythm of shock: the upsurge of
extreme violence to the organism, which prefigures its extinction
even while it compels repetition to infinity.

This is the rhythm that Lyotard approaches in his analysis of
Freud's “A Child Is Being Beaten” in which the condition for rep-
ctition — formal identity and regularity — must somehow be vested
in a matrix object whose aim is to collapse such regularities and
smash such identities in its own drive toward “bad form.”! The beat
itself, composed of both extinction and repetition, is the form of
this “bad form.” It is the violence lying in wait for form, as it is
the form of violence.

Within “high art,” form is constructed so as to ward off the vio-
lence of this beat, to achieve the permanence of the configuration,
its imperviousness to assault. It was to this end that Enlightenment
philosophy theorized a distinction between spatial and temporal
arts, specifying that these two domains were to be held separate
from one another.* From the point of view of this classicizing per-
spective, if the pulse were to enter painting at all, it could only be
through the highly controlled and mediated rhythms of formal pro-
portion, so that, as in the Golden Section, geometry would take
up and purify the effects of repetition.

It is, on the contrary, through the lowest and most vulgar cul-
tural forms that the visual is daily invaded by the pulsatile: the
blinking lights of ncon signs; the “flip books” through which the
visual inert is propelled into the suggestive obscene; the strobe
eftects of pinball machines and video games — and all of this under-
girded by the insistent beat of rock music surging through car ster-
cos or leaking voicelessly through portable headsets.
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That the beat surges upward, tfrom low to high, is encoded by
Coleman's use of a boxing match that records the industrialization
of sport. But as much as we might want to thematize this choice,
its importance within the context of the formless is its vector, which
is to say its reaching upward toward the sublimated condition of
form in order to undo that order, and to desublimate that vision
through the shock effect of the beat.

(See “Entropy,” “Horizontality,” “Isotropy,” *‘Moteur!"" “Part
Object,” “Uncanny,” and “Very Slow.")
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Qualities (Without)

Yve-Alain Bois

“To turn an object upside-down is to deprive it of its meaning,”
Maurice Merleau-Ponty notes in his Phenomenology of Perception.
And the example he gives is particularly convincing (try it and see!):

If someone is Iving on a bed, and 1 ook at him from the head of the
bed, the face is for a moment normal. It is true that the features are
in a way disarranged, and 1 have some difficulty in realizing that the
smile is a smile, but | feel that | could, if | wanted, walk around the
bed, and I seem to see through the eves of a spectator standing at the
foot of the bed. If the spectacle is protracted, it suddenly changes its
appearance: the face takes on an utterly unnatural aspect, its expres-
sions become terrifving, and the evelashes and eyebrows assume an air
of materiality such as I have never seen in them. For the first time |
really see the inverted face as if this were its “natural™ position: in
front of me | have a pointed, hairless head with a red, teeth-filled ori-
fice in the forehead and, where the mouth ought to be, two moving
orbs edged with glistening hairs and underlined with stiff brushes.!

Why would this be? Because our perception is oriented (and
oriented in relation to our upright posture): Merleau-Ponty took
this idea from Gestalt psychology. But why the tragic tone? Because
here it is a question of the human face: the panic comes from the
fact that the narcissistic imago of the perceiver has been attacked.

But doesn't this failure of specular identification, a sort of dem-
onstration by negative cxample of the formative function of the
mirror stage, as isolated by Lacan, have its comic aspects as well?
The upended face, of which Merleau-Ponty speaks, is also that of
a grotesque clown: the panic that overcomes the philosopher could
just as well have led to laughter. And this, morcover, is what inev-
itably happens when the reversal involves neither the human face
nor the whole body.
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“We should like 1o know what the ego would be in a world in
which no one had any idea of mirror symmetry,” Lacan wonders,
a world, for instance (1o refer to the famous example used by Kant),
in which the noncongruence of the left and right hands would go
unnoticed.” What happens when noncongruence is itselt inverted,
as in Hans Bellmer's photographs of hands crossing back-to-back
(1934)7 Or when the hands (or the mirror) are pivoted into the
horizontal plane, as in Bruce Nauman's Finger Touch No. | and Fin-
ger Touch with Mirrors (1966-67) (figurc 52)? Nothing less than a
“psychasthenic” loss of the subject, a burlesque return to animal-
ity, a lcaking away into the nondifferentiated.

And if the overturned ob}«-u does not hel(mg to_our own bod
ies? It becomes a kind of black hole in our pcrccpuon rrmmdmg
us that our sclf-assurance, insofar as it rests only on the solidity of
our legs, is in fact rather precarious. Perhaps this is what Robert
Smithson wanted to show with his Upside-Down Trees (1969) (fig-
ure 53); he says that flies were attracted to them by their riddlelike
character:

Flies would come and go from all over 10 look at the upside-down
trees, and peer at them with their compound cyes. What the fly sees
is “something a little worse than a newspaper photograph as it would
look to us under a magnifving glass” (See Animals Without Backbones,
Ralph Buchsbaum.) The “trees” are dedicated to the flies.... They
are all welcome to walk on the roots with their sticky, padded feet,

in order to get a close look. Why should flies be without art?*

Smithson’s flies are ludicrous. They have more to do with that
visual quack landing “on the nosc of the orator™ to which Bataille
alludes in his article “The Human Face” (much to Breton's disgust)
than with those dead ones photographed in closc-up by Boiffard
and illustrating “L’Esprit moderne et le jeu des transpositions™ (The
Modern Spirit and the Play of Transpositions), Bataille's darkly pes-
simistic essay published in the final issuc of Documents.

The flies are ludicrous, but nonetheless they signal the limited
character of our human world. Moreover, Smithson makes imme-
diate allusion to the geographic inversion that these “upside-down
trees” presuppose: “Perhaps they are dislocated ‘North and South
poles’ marking peripheral places, polar regions of the mind fixed
in mundane matter — poles that have slipped from the geographi-
cal moorings of the world's axis. Central points that evade being
central”™ The upside-down tree is a sadistic reply to the habitual
childish question, What would happen if a tunnel to the other side
of the carth were dug below my feet? The world loses it center;

that is, it has no meaning or dircction (we are lost there) because
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Figure 53
Robert Smithson

Second Upside-Down Tree
Captiva Island, 1969
Calor photograph

14 x 14 inches

Estate of Robert Smithson
courtesy John Weber
Gallery

its imaginary scat is inverted — as Piero Manzoni had demonstrated
in 1961 with his Socle du monde.

Without consciousness of “mirror symmetry” the subject would
dissolve into space, and the world, anthropocentric for the Gestalt-
oriented human, would be stripped of its qualitics, made character-

less, isotropic. We would lose our marbles there: signs themselves
would become empty, flat; there would be smoke without fire.
Even the most immediate elements of communication, the index
or indices, for example, w ould no |ongcr point to anything. In a
world with no differentiation of “regions within space,” to put it

as Kant did, imprints would become illegible. For the world to lose




ENTRGE

its meaning, it is enough 1o turn it inside-out like a glove, to invert
the full and the empty. Bruce Nauman's Platform Made Up of the
Space between Two Rectilinear Boxes on the Floor (1966), or even Space
Under My Steel Chair in Diisseldorf (1965-68) (figurc 69), signals
the indecipherable character of the cast as such: only the caption
(itself comic) tells us what has been cast. The same “What's that?”
could be uttered before the plaster casts of crumpled paper that
Picasso made in 1934 (shortly before Caillois’s essays on animal
mimicry and psychasthenia appeared).® or faced with Jean Arp's
bronze Relief Following the Torn Papers (1930), or with Duchamp's
Female Fig Leaf (1950). The upside-down face became hideous for
Merleau-Ponty because, as a phenomenologist, he was sworn to
uphold the amhropo;cémric idca of the world: once we abandon
this, everything, cven the organs of the human body, can be re-
doubled by prosthetic appendage. No more transpositions, no more
metaphors: “The earth is basc, the world is world.™

(See “Entropy.” “Gestalt,” “Water Closet,” and *X Marks the Spot.”)
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Ray Guns

Yve-Alain Bois

Trash collection is the business of public sanitation; recycling, the
very height of capitalist alchemy, turns everything into grist for
commodification’s mill. But it is also a strategy of acsthetic subli-
mation that, according to Thomas Crow, is internal to modernism
(he has analyzed the cyclical aspect of this in terms of the incor-
poration of the “low” by the “high™).! In this matter of artistic
recycling, the work of Dubuffet and of pop art represents two ex-
amples from the two extremes of a huge gamut of possibilities.
Dubuffet tried to “rehabilitate dirt,” as he said himself in
1946. After listing the materials in the Hautes Pdtes shown in his
“Mirobolus, Macadam & Cic” exhibition (“very vulgar and cost-
free substances such as coal, asphalt, or even dirt”) — materials
whose shock effect at the time we now find surprising — Dubuffet
wrote: “In the name of what — except perhaps the coefticient of
rarity —does man deck himself out in necklaces of pearls and not
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of spider webs, in fox furs and not in tox innards? In the name of
what, I want to knew? Don’t dirt, trash, and filth, which are man's
companions during his whole lifctime, deserve to be dearer to him,
and shouldn’t he pay them the compliment of making a monument
to their beauty?™

Pop art, which is perhaps more nostalgic than it seems, takes
the inversion covertly carried out by the capitalist economy as its
starting point: commodity itsclf (and the kitsch of the culture
industry) is the contemporary cast-off, and it is this very throw-
away that pop art secks to redeem.

Claes Oldenburg started off from Dubuffet (along with Céline,
this was the major reference of his carly work), and he. ended up
with pop. Between these two points of his itincrary came lhc invenr--
tion of the “ray gun” It first put in a timid appearance, in the
scrap heap of Oldenburg's first exhibition, “The Street” (January
to March 1960), among the torn silhoucttes pinned to the walls
and hanging from the ceiling, and took the form of notes that the
visitor could read. These notes are Dubuffet “applied” to the urban
theme: “The city is a landscape worth enjoying —damn necessary
if you live in the city. Dirt has depth and beauty. I love soot and
scorching. From all this can come a positive as well as a negative
meaning.™ Given the fact that it is urban, the trash is a little less
aestheticized than in Dubuffet’s work. The silhouettes were cut
out, with a blowtorch, from material gathered in the street (lots
of corrugated cardboard, and newspapers), and the judson Gallery
itself — where a series of “happenings” also took place —became a
kind of trash can: the ground was littered with detritus of all kinds;
bums hung out there. But it was still an aestheticization of trash
(which was even more obvious in the second exhibition of “The
Strect,” at the Reuben Gallery two months later, made from the
rarefied residucs of the first show).

Secluded in the country after these two exhibitions, Olden-
burg drew this lesson from them: “A refuse lot in the city is worth
all the art stores in the world."* At this point he began seriously
elaborating the figure of the ray gun, while he was preparing the
objects he would soon sell intermittently between 1961 and 1963
in his studio-shop “The Store” — ostensibly slapdash and oversized
“replicas™ made of cloth soaked in plaster and garishly colored, of
perishable foodstulfs, or of tiny objects of contemporary mass
consumption.

The two projects were related (The Store was even placed under
the rubric Ray Gun Manufacturing Company, as indicated in the
poster announcing its opening): their essential stake, the question
of recycling. The Store's idea took off from the premise that all
avant-gardist daring is assimilable, recuperable by middle-class cul-
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ture (“The bourgeois scheme is that they wish to be disturbed from
time to time, they like that, but then they envelop vou, and that
little bit is over, and they are ready tor the next™). The projected
solution to this dilemma: skip over the illusory stage in which art
pretends to escape commoditication. Art objects “are displayed in
galleries, but that is not the place for them. A store would be bet-
ter (Store — place full of objects). Museum in b. [bourgeois] con-
cept cquals store in mine." The Store would thus function like any
other, cach picce sold being immediately replaced on the shelves
by another, often made on the spot (but this is not to say that the
prices, even though modest, would be those of the corner grocery:
it was.not a matter of "democratizing” art, but of avoiding the
detour of its aesthetic sublimation). “Store is cloaca; defecation
is passage,” Oldenburg wrote.”

The solution was provisional, and Oldenburg knew very well
that the objects he sold in his store would end up in a museum;
and it is from that end that the ray gun attacks the problem of
recyding. At the outset (in “The Street” show), it was a question
of a parodic science-fiction toy, whose image Oldenburg took over
by simplifying it. But he quickly saw that it took little to make a
ray gun: any right angle would suffice, even blunted, even barely
perceptible. The ray gun is the “universal angle™ “Examples: Legs,
Sevens, Pistols, Arms, Phalli-simple Ray Guns. Double Ray Guns:
Cross, Airplanes. Absurd Ray Guns: Ice Cream Sodas. Complex Ray
Guns: Chairs, Beds.™ Mondrian didn’t need to reduce everything
to the right angle: almost cverything is already a right angle. Dur-
ing the time The Store was open, Oldenburg made huge numbers
of ray guns (in plaster, in papicr miché, in all kinds of matcrials,
in fact), but he soon saw that he didn’t even need to make them:
the world is full of ray guns. All one has to do is stoop to gather
them from the sidewalks (the ray gun is an essentially urban piece
of trash: Oldenburg produced their anagram as Nug Yar: New York).
Even better: he did not even nced to collect them himself; he could
ask his friends to bring them to him (he accepted or refused a find,
based on purely subjective criteria). Finally, there are all the ray
guns onc cannot move — splotches on the ground, holes in the wall,
torn posters —but which onc might photograph. The “inventory™
is potentially infinite. And what should be done with this invasive
tide? Put it in the museum.

But what museum would want such a proliferation of objects
(objects signifving, for all that, nothing but their very prolifera-
tion)? Only a simulacrum of a muscum could be imagined. The
idca for one emerged in 1965 but would not be achieved until
1972, for Documenta V, in Kassel, Germany. A selection of ray
guns (figure 54) was presented in a special wing of Oldenburg's
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vatise, whose

House Museum (a kind of giant Duchampian Boite er
ground plan was in the schematic shape of Mickey Mouse's head —
a “Double Ray Gun," it should be remarked in passing)® and dec
orously classified in various vitrines according to whether thev had
been made by the artist, .\nnpl) altered by him, made by others,
or only found (without being altered). The Mouse Museum was
reconstructed in 1979, Since then, ray guns have once again been
piling up on the shelves of Oldenburg’s studio.
But Oldenburg was not the only one to have cruised the city's
' trash cans. In France, beginning in 1949, this practice had been
pursued by the décollagistes. Oldenburg was countering abstract

expressionism’s pathos (which had become purely rhetorical);

for their part, the décollagistes (Raymond Hains, Jacques Villegle

canvas, 59 x 74% in

Musée National d'Art [figure 55], and Frangois Dufréne, to name a prominent few)

weighed in against art informel and its metaphysical pretensions.

But they were also turning against what had, in its own day, been

ADAGF, Paris one of the most radical modernist inventions, and which had since




ENTBEOR,

become rather anodine (as early as 1930, Carl Einstein had noted in

Documents: “There was a time when collage played the part of the

acid thrower, [when it was] a means of defense against the happy

chance of virtuosity. Today it has degencrated into easy riddles and
is in danger of lapsing into the fakery of petit-bourgeois decora-

tion""). No nced for virtuosity, no nced for glue, it is enough to
strip off posters from the hoardings where they have accumulated,
themselves already partially lacerated by anonymous vandals. This
is important (it constitutes the difference between the position of
the French décollagistes and that of the Italian, Mimmo Rotella, who
wanted the privilege of being the sole lacerater for himself):" the
stripped-off poster Is only fragmemarll\ legible, at best. Moreover,

we are not dealing with oné poster bufa véritable mattress of posl '
ers, myriad skins whose identity has been dcstrO)ed by irregular
tearing (carried out over time): the strata merge into onc another:
the lettering grafts together: the words cannibalize one another:
information is little by little reduced to undifferentiated noise. The
décollages are like Arman's Poubelles (particularly effective when
they showed that nothing would remain from linguistic exchange
but a little pile, as in L Affaire du courrier of 1962 [figure 12]):
they declare that all activity, but above all human communication,
finishes up as uniform cinders.

This type of entropic deliquescence of language had been ex-
ploited by Dubuffet in 1944, in his cxceptional series Messages,
which were made on newspaper (figure 56), imitating the little
notes that one tacks to a friend's door when he or she is not home.
But even if it is with difficulty, one can still recover enough lin-
guistic matter (and even sentences) from these scribbled snatches
to be able to imagine various scenarios (“1 will wait for you until
8:00 Come back,” “The key is under the shutter Wait for me,” “That
will teach you”). Nothing of the sort from the décollagistes (who
probably did not know these relatively obscure works by Dubuffet
and could not bear the rest of his production). With them entropy
is even redoubled, since the advertising poster belongs to “noise”
even before being attacked: torn, it simply becomes a more ridicu-
lously evident vanity. As for Dufréne, he only bothers to show its
reverse side: it's six of one, half a dozen of the other.

(See “Kitsch,” “Liquid Words,” “Water Closet,” and “Zone.")
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Figure 56

Jean Dubuffet

Six Messages, 1944

India ink and gouache

on newspaper,

25Y%: x 22% inches
Musée des Arts Décoratifs,

Paris

97 ARS, New York

DAGP, Paris
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Sweats of the Hippo

Yve-Alain Bois

Were we only to flip casually through Documents, the first text
Bataille pubhshed there, “Le Cheval académique™ (Academic
Horse), which thus funcuons in the journal as a kind” of ‘mani-
festo, presents itself as a simple study in comparative numismat-
ics. An example of Ancient Greck money is shown in relation to
its deforming, Gaulish imitations. But as soon as we really start to
read the text, things heat up a bit. In it, with a Manichacanism
whose excessiveness he insists on, Bataille is opposing two worlds:
the noble one of Greek antiquity and the savage one of the bar-
barian ancestors of the French. The former takes the horse as its
emblem (“one of the most accomplished expressions of the idea,
with the same claims, for example, as Platonic philosophy or the
architecture of the Acropolis™); the latter chooses hideous mon-
sters. Bataille compares these fantastic creatures to spiders (pre-
saging the famous image from the paragraph on the informe), to
gorillas (another of our ancestors, more distant in time), and to
hippopotamuses.

The hippopotamus had little chance of being known by the
Gauls (Bataille does not say that their coins represent it but that
their imaginary monsters displayed “an obscure resemblance” to
it, “insulting the correctness of the academic animal, the horse
among others,” in the same way as it does'). Why the hippo (to
which Bataille refers twice in the article)? He could, for example,
have chosen the camel, whose aspect “reveals, at the same time as
the profound absurdity of animal nature, the cataclysmic and fal-
len nature of that absurdity and stupidity,” as he would express it
somewhat later in Documents.2 The answer is simple: linguistically
speaking, the huge mammal is the grotesque version of the all-
too-dignified hippos — its caricature.

The hippo is fat; it sweats; it is in danger of melting — as, occa-
sionally, are paintings.

At the end of March 1944, Dubuflct gave Jean Paulhan one of
his recent pictures as a gift. Several days later it began to melt. If
we are to believe Michel Tapié, who reported the episode two years
later, embellishing it as he did so, Dubuflet was “hugely” amused
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SWEATS OF THE HIPFO

“by these adventures, which he characterized as hippo sweats.™
In fact, the painter wasn't all that happy, for the painting kept
“melting,” due to the untested materials he was then employing
(asphalt, for example). Two vears later, and despite all his precau-
tions, vet another gift to Paulhan had begun to sweat:

I am very alarmed by this hematidrosis phenomenon concerning the
Homme des murailles. | had carefully chosen a painting about which
nothing of the like could be expected, and this painting was the only
one that scemed to me... completely reliable. Nothing more alarm-
ing than these oozings, which stain anything placed under the picture
in the dlrncst _manner. 1 am astounded. And with great uncasc | imag-
ine \\ha\ the olhu pictures are doing (lhose which are not reliable).
I ask Germaine to forgive me. Perhaps it is the heat of the stove that
has set off some ingredient forming the composition of the encrusta-
tions? | think nonetheless that one could rehang the painting in the
vertical position and nothing similar would recur. Otherwise, 1 will
take it back and cure it of its wish to run, by heating it with a soldering
torch for example, so that evervthing that wants to run could do so

once and for all.*

Despite the playful tone (and the ritual excuses to Mrs. Paulhan
for the mess in her living room), we feel the artist's alarm: What
would he do if all his highly encrusted (haute pdte) canvases began
to ooze? We can imaginc the effect that this news would have on
his collectors. Later, Claes Oldenburg wished that such a catastro-
phe would strike the hanging sculptures he had sold in The Store:
“Perhaps, | have imagined, since most of the pieces were made at
about the same moment, with what later proved to be insufficient
thickness of wire, they will all drop at once, all over the world.™
Nothing like this for Dubuffet (which is why his work partakes only
exceptionally of the formless): in his case, despite all his materio-
logical research, the painting most frequently remains an “aca-
demic horse.”

Melting is an entropic process par excellence, and perhaps this
is one of the reasons Bataille was so interested in the Icarus myth.
As Edward Ruscha showed with his “Liquid Words,” melting means
falling into indifference. Liquid is precisely what is always every-
where the same. And it is toward just such a uniformity, as Michel
Leiris reports it, that Joan Mir6 was also aiming in his so-called
portraits of 1929: they expressed “this liquefaction, this implac-
able evaporation of structures... this flaccid leaking away of sub-
stance that makes cverything —us, our ideas, and the ambience in
which we live - like jellyfish or octopi.™

It was only a matter of depicted fusion there, but what happens

181






Figure 57.
Gordon Matta-Clark,
Photo-fry, 1969.

Cardboard and burned pho-
tograph, 1 x 5 x 3% inches.

Jane Crawford Collection,
Weston, Connecticut.

Figure 58.

Gordon Matta-Clark,
Glass Plant, 1971.
Melted glass.

Jane Crawford Collection,
Weston, Connecticut.

SWEATS OF THE HIPPQE

when this becomes the very process of the work? The same thing,
but more clearly and more immediately, without the distance of
representation, since the very materiality of the work is engaged.
To make his “brilages” (1939), Raoul Ubac submitted the pho-
tographic emulsion of the negative to the heat of a little hot plate:
the images literally liquefied, just like the melted glass from Mont
Pel¢, which doubtlessly had fascinated him (this deformed object,
the result of a volcanic eruption, was one of the mascots of the
surrealist group with which he was associated). Exactly thirty years
later, Gordon Matta-Clark fried positive prints with some gold leaf,
which melted in the pan and fused with the photographic emul-
sion (figure 57). (He sent his Photo-Fries as Christmas presents, one
of which went to Robert Smithson.) After this first experiment,
Matta-Clark made a whole series of works having fusion as their
principle: one type, often carrying the title Glass Plant (1971) (fig-
ure 58), magnifies the action of the Mont Pelé eruption by trans-
forming collected beer or soda bottles into repulsive ingots; another
type had agar (the gelatin one gets from algae) as its base, which
he cooked in large sheets with many different substances (yeast,
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sugar, concentrated milk, \\-g\‘tahlc juice, chicken bouillon, sperm

oil), then mixed with yet other substances (mold cultures, trash
gathered in the street, and so on), and left it to dry. There is only
one object left from this latter series, Land of Milk and Honey (1969)
(figure 59), a kind of false, contorted, topographical relief; but
these agar-based works were initially shown as a group, when their
organic materials were still in a state of chemical mutation.” The
installation of these ephemeral works, thin reliefs suspended in
space by a network of ropes, was called Museum: a museum dedi

cated to the glory of the picture-as-hippopotamus.

(See “Dialectic,” “Entropy,” and “Liquid Words.")
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Figure 59

Gordon Matta-Clark,
Land of Milk and Honey
1969

Agar, milk, and honey,
21% x 57 % x 6% inches
Stedelijk Museum
Amsterdam



Threshole

Yve-Alain Bois

The first entry in the Documents “critical dictionary,” signed by
Bataille, is “Architecture.” In Against Architecture, Denis Hollier
carefully explores the implications of this beginning as well as the
ramifications of the architectural theme for Bataille: philosophy's
preferred metaphor (even marking the origins of art, for Hegel, the
philosopher Bataille fought most against throughout his life), archi-
tecture is another name for system itself, for the regulation of the
plan. Every monument is a monument of social order, a call to order
issued to inspire fear (“The fall of the Bastille is symbolic of this
state of things. This mass movement is difficult to explain other-
wise than by popular hostility toward the monuments which are
their veritable masters™). Architecture is the human ideal, the
superego. Cv,m:vqucntl). “an attack on architecture...is necessar
ily, as it were, an attack on man.”
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Bataille does not, however, develop this latter idea. He inverts
the poles of the metaphor. What he targets is not so much man’s
image within architecture as architecture’s within man: whether
it be the man of authority (“prelates, magistrates, admirals™) or man
serving authority, architecture functions for man as an imaginary
projection: he does his best to make himself into an “architectural
composition” (*Man would scem to represent merely an interme-
diary stage within the morphological development between mon-
keys and tall buildings™). According to Bataille, one of the greatest
achievements of modern painters (Picasso?) was to have attacked
such a generalized petrification. He conccives of their aggressive
gssaulls against humap an';\tqrqy as “a path...[that] opens up toward
bestial monstrosity, as if there were no other w. v of escaping the
architectural straitjacket.™!

At first it scems strange that Baaille gave up so quickly on the
initial vein of his thought (the charge against architecture is in fact
a charge against man, that is, against the project) in order to pur-
sue the rather traditional line of anatomical deformation in mod-
ern painting, but one that chimes with what one might call his
aesthetic limitations (which, moreover, are those of the whole
Documents group): burdened by a figurative conception of art, he
did not conceive of a more ambitious aesthetic violation than that
of launching a low blow against the human form.

On two occasions, however, Bataille would illustrate one of his
texts in Documents with an image attesting to the vulnerability of
architecture: the first photograph, accompanying the “dictionary”
entry “Cheminée d’usine” (Factory Chimney) and published with-
out any other commentary than its caption, shows “The collapse
of a chimney stack, 60 meters [200 feet] high, in a London sub-
urb”; the second, directly corresponding to a passage in the entry
“Espace,” shows the “Collapse of a prison in Columbus, Ohio”
(“Obviously,” Bataille had written on the preceding page, “it will
never enter anybody’s head to lock the professors up in prison to
teach them what space is [the day, for example, the walls collapse
before the bars of their dungeons|”).? But there again the figura-
tive limitation just mentioned keeps him from pursuing his archi-
tectural incursion any further: just as he does not see how art could
strike harder against man than to alter his morphology, so he has
difficulty surpassing the old anthropomorphic metaphor. Rather
than reassessing Vitruvius, he prefers to abort and go on to some-
thing else.}

It was only about fifteen years later, perhaps with the image
from Documents in mind (“the project is the prison | wish to escape
from"), that Bataille reintroduced architecture as the metaphor not
of the human figure but of the idealism of man's project: “Har-
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mony, like the project, throws time into the outside: its principle
is the repetition through which ‘all that is possible” is made cter-
nal. The ideal is architecture, or sculpture, immobilizing harmony,
guarantecing the duration of motifs whose essence is the annul-
ment of time™

Thus the dream of architecture, among other things, is to escape
entropy. This dream may be illusory on its face: but this is some-
thing that must be demonstrated nonetheless — which is to say that
one must “exit the domain of the project by means of a project.™
Such, precisely, would become the program of Robert Smithson
(who was not unaware of Bataille®) and, in a different way, Gordon
Mana-(_fl,arlg. .

The literature on the centrality of the concept of emrbﬁ" for
Smithson is vast, and this is not the place to rehearse it; it is cnough
to know that it is the pivot around which his work turns, in all its
diversity.” From his first published text, “Entropy and the New
Monuments” (1966), to an interview conducted just before his
death, “Entropy Made Visible™ (1973), Smithson spoke often of
entropy as the repressed condition of architecture (he was always
scathing about the naiveté of architects who believe themselves
able to control the world). However, it was only very late (and
fleetingly) that he became interested in architecturc as a material
for his work (perhaps because he belicved that, given suburban
sprawl on the one hand and the proliferation of glass skyscrapers
on the other, the repression of entropy would end up becoming
completely self-evident?).

This interest began as something of a schoolboy joke: traveling
in Mexico in 1969 (a trip that gave rise to his famous “mirror dis-
placements in the Yucatan™), Smithson brought back not photo-
graphs of the ruins of the “Vanished America” cherished by Bataille,
but views of a ramshackle hotel in the process of partial renovation,
where he had stayed in Palenque (it was above all the concurrence
in the same building of reconstruction and signs of decrepitude —
since the natural ravages were accentuated by the activity of the
masons — that interested him). A few years later, the “private joke”
became public: to an assembly of architecture students who came
to hear him speak of the famous Mayan ruins in the Yucatan, Smith-
son delivered a meticulous (parodic) analysis of the hotel .

But between the trip to Mexico and the lecture, indicating how
determinative the Palenque experience had been for him, Smithson
attacked architecture head-on. The first project, Island of the Dis-
mantled Building (or Island of Broken Concrete) (1970), conceived for
a deserted island in Vancouver Bay, was abandoned because of oppo-
sition by local residents and ecologists (to create a ruin deliber-
ately, without the slightest economic justification, as pure loss,
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was too much!).” Several projects of the same type immediately
followed, of which only the Partially Buried Woodshed was realized
(on the campus of Kent State University, in Ohio, in January 1970).
Projected as a follow -up to Glue Pour and Asphalt Rundown (figurc 4)
(in the beginning it was to be simply the unloading of mud onto
an inclined field at the university, made impossible, however, by
frost), Partially Buried Woodshed is a “nonmonument” to the pro-
cess Smithson calls “de-architecturization™: a dump truck poured
earth onto the roof of an old woodshed to the point where its ridge
beam cracked." Architecture is the material, and entropy is the
instrument (in the same sense that gravity served Pollock as instru-
ment): Smithson merely accentuates this.

Yet, whatever his will to make the force of entropy constaml\
manifest, in a certain way Smithson resists it. He freezes the de-
architecturization of Partially Buried Woedshed (the contract con-
veving this work to the university stipulated that everything remain
in the same condition; the university's art department was charged
with “maintaining” the work), just as he would have built a higher
platform for his Spiral Jetty (1970) had he known that the Great
Salt Lake would completely submerge it."! To condemn his work
to entropic destruction, to accept completely that it be left to
collapse into nondifferentiation, would have been to opt for its
invisibility and thus to participate in the very repression he wanted
to lift.

This is the fundamcntal difference between Smithson and
Gordon Matta-Clark. It should be stated, of course, that Matta-
Clark began his work in emulation of Smithson. About to com-
plete his architectural training at Cornell University, Matta-Clark
met the older artist in 1969, at the time of the “Earth Art” exhibi-
tion, the general theme of which was site specificity (Smithson exe-
cuted Mirror Displacement, Cayuga Salt Mine Project, comprising
eight different works, including Slant [figure 23] and Closed Mir-
ror Square). Smithson quickly became something of a mentor for
Matta-Clark (a relationship acknowledged a few months later by
the delivery of a Photo-Fry as a Christmas “greeting”), who rapidly
absorbed Smithson’s ideas on entropy. However, while architecture
represented only a passing interest for Smithson, Matta-Clark had
accounts to settle with it (he left Cornell with a degrec, but was
disgusted), and he was not going to stop at half-measures.

This was not so much a matter of attacking buildings them-
selves — it was not fundamentally their structure he wanted to get
at (the ruptured roof beam of Partially Buried Woodshed was not
enough for him) —as of striking at the social function of architec-
ture. Indeed, he only worked on buildings slated for demolition.
Of course, he had few other choices (his only act against a build-
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ing in use, and it was no accident that it was the Institute for
Urban Studies in New York — where some of his former professors
worked — was instantly censored!?), and he was not absolutely
opposed to the idea (probably because it was utterly unfeasible)

1t

of cutting into “inhabited or in any case still usable spaces™ (*
would change your perceptions for a while”)." But it was essen
tial to his project that the buildings he transformed be urban waste
marked for rml) destruction (“the reason for going to abandoned
buildings in the first P]mr." he said, “was a fairly deeply rooted
preoccupation with that condition; maybe not so much because |
can do anything about it, but because of its predominance in the
urbanscape or the urban condition”*).

Even before he took to actual buildings, Matta-Clark considered
waste as architecture: in 1970 he built a wall from trash mixed with

plaster and tar (Garbage Wall, which served as a set for a perfor-

nches

mance before being dismantled and thrown in a Dumpster); in
1971, another wall, the construction of which was shot for his film

Jane Crawford Collection

Weston, Connecticut Fire Boy, was built out of trash massed under the Brooklyn Bridge




ind held together by a chain-link fence; in 1972, a whole house
was constructed in a trash bin, or rather a trash bin transformed
into Open House

His first “anarchitectural” piece —to use one of his favorite
expressions — plays on the linguistic equation architecture = waste.
This was Threshole (1973) (figure 60). Under this generic term
Matta-Clark designed a certain number of cutouts resulting in the
removal of the thresholds of apartments in abandoned buildings in
the Bronx, often on several floors, opening the gloomy spaces to
light. (Threshole is also a trash hole, a cloacal opening like that of
the Paris sewers he filmed in 1977, in Sous-Sel de Paris)."® Follow
ing this rather dangerous first move (since Matta-Clark had no
authorization to do this and, among other things, risked being
attacked in these deserted places), the artist abandoned his prac
tice as urban guerrilla. This was not out of fear of the risk but  spiittir

because he did not want to limit himself to gnawing away at inte

rior spaces that would remain invisible from the street, and because

he wanted to change scale, and, with all official permits in place  Par
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(not alwavs without difticulty), to attack the building as a whole, as
an object in crisis. From the elegant simplicity of Sphtting in 1974
(figure 61) (a suburban house split vertically in two), or the lacon-
ism of Bingo in the same vear (another suburban house whose rec-
tangular facade was divided into nine rectangles lifted away one by
one, leaving only the central rectangle, which stayed in place like
an absurd survivor of some cataclysm); to the formalism of Day's
End in 1975 (saillike silhouettes cut out from the ribbed metal
walls, roof, and floor of an immense warchouse on the docks of
New York); to the allusion to optics contained in Conical Intersect,
also in 1975 (a periscope bored through two ncighboring houses —
the last survivors before the construction of the nullity called
Quarticr de I'Horloge in the center of Paris —and pointing onto
the Centre Pompidou, then in the process of construction): and
up to the last Piranesiesque cutouts in an office building in Anvers
(Ojfice Baroque, 1977) or in neighboring houses in Chicago (Circus-
Caribbean Orange, 1978); the ncgative spaces that Matta-Clark
pierced into architecture are ever more complex and ever more
visually, but also kinesthetically, stunning. To visit his final works
was to be scized by vertigo, as one suddenly realized that one could
not differentiate between the vertical section and the horizontal
plan (a perceptual nondifferentiation particularly dangerous in a
piece of Swiss cheese full of holes reflecting one into the other
and in all directions), as if in order to learn “what space is,” it was
first necessary that we lose our grip as erect beings.

But the unnerving beauty of the spaces created by Matta-Clark’s
perforations should not make one forget the critical dimension of
his project (the error committed by all the architecture students
for whom he is now a cult figure). Matta-Clark considered archi-
tecture a clownish and pretentious enterprisc, and he would have
been particularly enraged at having become a model, enraged to
see his provisional disruptions of buildings stylized under the label
of “deconstructionism” in the architectural projects of certain of
his former professors at Cornell. If the architect takes himself for
a sculptor, he masks his own role in capitalist society, which is to
build rabbit warrens to the order of real estate developers. There
was a sovereign contempt in Matta-Clark’s attitude toward archi-
tects: What | do, you could never achieve, since that presupposes
accepting ephemerality, whereas you believe vourselves to be build-
ing for cternity. But architecture has only one destiny, and that is,
sooner or later, to go down the chute, because it is waste. His own
project was to underscore this state of things, not to transcend it.

(See “Zone™)
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Uncanny

Rosalind E. Krauss

Roland Barthes opens his curiously first-person account of the
nature of pholograph}'r’ith astory. “One day,” he says, “I happened
on a photograph of Napoleon's youngest brother, Jerome, taken in
1852. And I realized then, with an amazement | have not been able
to lessen since: ‘I am looking at eves that looked at the Emperor.™!

Initially, it scems that this experience of astonishment, which
Barthes tells us he could not induce anyone clse to share, derives
from the evidentiary quality of the photograph, and thus its indexi-
cal character of being the trace of a real event to which it now
testifics. And indeed, a page later, Barthes emphasizes the mode
of pointing performed by the photograph by comparing it 10 an
infant, gesturing with its finger and saying “Ta! Da! Ca!" —in a
barely articulate indication of the real that Barthes makes rhyme
with the Zen tathata: “the fact of being this, of being thus, of being
s0; tat mcans that in Sanskrit.”

But when Barthes reproduces this opening, by introducing the
second half of his book with a parallel story, one in which he dis-
covers the “true” likeness of his recently deceased mother in a pho-
tograph of her taken when she was five years old, we realize that
the story's import must be expanded. Photography is not simply
being described here as testimony (the one medium that can com-
pel belief in the fact that its referent really existed); rather, photog-
raphy is now being reoricnted toward death. Barthes's second story
concerns an ineluctable connection between the (past) facticity
of photography’s referent and a future in which this referent will
no longer exist, so that to the calm statement “this has been™ must
be added another, more lacerating report, reading, “this is going to
die” “By giving me the absolute past of the pose (aorist),” Barthes
writes, “the photograph tells me death in the future. What pricks
me is the discovery of this equivalence. In front of the photograph
of my mother as a child, I tell myself: she is going to die: 1 shud-
der, like Winnicott's psychotic patient, over a catastrophe which has
already occurred. Whether or not the subject is already dead, every
photograph is this catastrophe.”

To photography's capacity to “prick” its viewer with this news
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of death (“All those young photographers who are at work in the
world, determined upon the capture of actuality, do not know that
they are agents of Death™), Barthes gives the name punctum. And
it is in the light of the wound that cach photograph is capable of
inflicting that Barthes's one reference to Lacan, made almost in
passing at the very outset, as he is discussing the thatness of the
photograph and the child’s pointing, takes on new meaning. For
there Barthes had employed Lacan's use of tuché as another term
for the qul9pg,ia?h‘s condition as “the absolute Particular, the sov-
creign Contingency, matte and somchow stupid, the This” With
tuché, then, which he qualifies as “the Occasion, the Encounter,
the Real,” Barthes can indicate not just the brute fact of its testi-
mony but can also address what in the photograph resists the activ-
ity of the symbolic, or the code, staving instcad at the level of the
“nothing-to-say.™ Having cxplained that “what I can name cannot
really prick me,"s and having cycled through the various ways in
which photography has been “tamed” by being made to speak —
overlaid by the symbolic systems of sociology, of history, of tech-
nical mastery, of aesthetics — Barthes lodges his own argument
nonctheless in the wildness of the punctum and its situation be-
vond speech. So that if punctum and tuché connect, they do so as two
parallel vocabularies — Barthes's and Lacan's — with which to reg-
ister the traumatic nature of an encounter with a nonsymbolizable
Real, a Real that addresses us with the news of our own death about
which there is nothing to say.*

There is, however, a third term that could be overlaid on these
two, one that would point to vet another vocabulary in which to
map much the same terrain. This term is uncanny, and it is in fact
evoked by Barthes in the final image of Camera Lucida, where pho-
tography's traumatic, nonsymbolizable condition is unlcashed by
the filmed sequence of a man dancing with an automaton, so that
the last impression Barthes gives us of photography as hallucina-
tion, as madness, as the occasion for a depthless pity in the face of
the evidence of death, is not delivered by a photograph but by a
mechanical doll. Barthes thus arrives at the end of his book at an
allusion to the domain of E.T.A. Hoffmann and the doll Olympia
and the madness in the story “The Sandman,” which Freud ana-
lyzed in his essay “The Uncanny,” written in 1919, the same vear as
“A Child Is Being Beaten™ and at a year's remove from his casc study
of the Wolf Man (1918) and Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920). He
arrives, that is to say, in the territory of the repetition compulsion
and the death drive and the way the various avatars of the uncanny
are configurations of these effects.

Perhaps it is Hans Bellmer’s Poupée, itself a photographic proj-
ect, that ranges most obviously over the domain that Freud organ-
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izes in “The Uncanny.™ (Bellmer's project itself had been triggered
by a performance of The Tales of Hoffmann.) For the choice of the
doll exploits the uncanniness of the automaton, which Freud
described as a double of living beings which is nonetheless dead.
Indced the whole of Freud's text turns on examples of cases of
doubling in which likeness is simulacral in that the relation be-
tween the copy and the original is that of a false resemblance, for
while the two might seem alike to outward appearances, there is
a fundamental dissimilarity at their core.” Accordingly, Freud's
examples of uncanny doubling range from the apparent twinning
of the doppelginger, to mirror images, to epileptic fits, to the ori-
gin of spirits of the dga{lﬁ(m Shads_s'\)‘ jxjéman'

wn cast shadow. For
the feeling of uncanniness, Freud argues, stems from the rccogm
tion that these doublcs arc at one and the same time the extreme
opposite of oneself and yet the same as oneself, which is to say both
alive and dead.

If the doll itsclf comes from this repertory of the uncanny,
Bellmer's work on it elaborates the idea of doubling as a formal
resource, beginning with his very construction of a doll that is itself
split and doubled, since it is frequently arranged by Bellmer as a
double pair of legs joined together at the hip and then organized
into symmetrical patterns. This redoubled mechanical double he
then embeds photographically, sometimes relying on the “straight”
print to deliver the disquieting effect of the image coded as irreal,
but at other times exploiting the technical possibilities of photog-
raphy, such as multiple exposure or superimpression. It is in this
formal condition of the double that the Poupée produces itself as
an image of fissioning multiplication — doubles redoubled and
doubled again — and at the same time as a kind of shadow cast by a
profound absence (figure 62).

Thus the doll is able to encode the dynamic at the heart of the
uncanny, which Frcud describes in terms of two sources of terror:
the first related to the magical thinking of both children and tribal
societies; the second related to castration anxiety. In both, some-
thing that was once attached to the subject’s own body and was
invested with tremendous power and prestige has now separated
itself from the subject and turns around with life-threatening feroc-
ity, as in the case of onc's own cast shadow that “returns” as a shade
and thus an emissary of death. The structure of the uncanny turns,
then, on a strangeness that grips what was once most familiar,
thereby producing the double as simulacral, as it also takes the
form of repetition, of the incvitability of return.

Within Bellmer's photographic theater, the uncanny is cast most
frequently as a drama of castration anxiety, in which doubling is
symptomatic of the dream work's effort to protect the threatened
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phallus by representing it through what Freud describes as the mul-
tiplication or doubling of the genital symbol. Indeed the dream
effect is staged by Bellmer as he makes the uncanny Poupée appear
within the entirely familiar spaces of our domestic interiors —
lounging in the stairwell, poised in the kitchen cupboard, spread-
cagle on the unmade bed — but always cast, within this dream
space, as phallic. Frequently deprived of arms and thus reduced to
nothing but the s“clk and bul cs of a pneumatic torso, the doll is
the very figure of tumcscuiu' oF, two sets of legs stuck end-to-end
and ﬂankmg a tree, she is rigidly crectile. But in this very pairing
that is also a multiplication, a pairing of the pair, one encounters
the dreamer’s strategy. of doubling. As he trics to pratect | the threat-
ened phallus from dangcr by claborating more and more instances
of its symbolic proxy, the dreamer produces — although trans-
formed — the very image of what he fears: the phallus as separated
off from his body, as detached, as castrated. Freud would later iden-
tify this as as the Mecdusa effect, where the decapitated head is
surrounded by snakes, which, “however frightening they may be in
themselves, they nevertheless serve actually as a mitigation of the
horror, for they replace the penis, the absence of which is the cause
of the horror. This is a conformation of the technical rule according
to which a multiplication of penis symbols signifies castration.™

To produce the image of what one fears, in order to protect one-
self from what one fears — this is the strategic achievement of anxi-
ety, which arms the subject, in advance, against the onslaught of
trauma, the blow that takes onc by surprise. As we have seen, this
is the way Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) would recast the
propositions of “The Uncanny,” in terms of the lifc and dcath of
the organism, and speak of the trauma as a blow that penctrates
the protective armor of consciousness, piercing its outer shield,
wounding it by this effect of stabbing, of the punctum, the tuche.

Within the repertory of surrealist photography there are many
images that, like Bellmer's, conjure the effects of the trauma or
the wound. One of them, taken by Man Ray —in it the dancer’s
body is both rigidly still (mirroring the dreamer’s own petrifica-
tion) and in the process, Medusa-like, of endlessly bifurcating —
was chosen by Breton for inclusion in L'Amour fou, to produce the
figure of “I’explosant fixe,” one of the avatars of his category of the
Marvelous. Another, produced by Raoul Ubac to illustrate Pierre
Mabille's essay on mirrors published in Minotaure (1938), relates
to the mirror's role within religion and myth as the site of the
return of the dead, the place awaiting the appearance of ghosts.
And indeed, this image, in its conflation of the lovely face of the
woman with the deformations of the surface of the mirror, pro-
duces an uncanny experience of the double. It could be a portrait
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of Nadja, and Breton opens his eponymous novel by posing the

question of the ghost: “Who am 17 If this once | were 1o rely on a

proverb, then perhaps everything would amount to knowing whom
.o

I *haunt.
To speak of Breton in this connection is to return us once more

to the question of tuché and its relation 1o the wound. For this word
(taken by Lacan from Aristotle’s discussion as to whether accident
or luck can be included in the forms of causality) relates Breton's
notion of “objective chance™ to Lacan’s coupling of tuché and
automaton, which is to say, to the problem of whether and how
mere accident may be seen as linked to determinate cause. Since
repetition always occurs within psychoanalysis under the sign of
haﬁbeﬁs!ia}\;i;. Lacan is particularly interested in the forms in which
the wholly determined return — organized as the compulsion to
repeat — will nonetheless cast themselves as “chance.” He is inter-
ested, that is, in the moment when the scemingly accidental en-
counter, masking the causality of the automaton, will arisc to
address the subject, wounding him.

The effect of wound, of punctum, is what differentiates this
idca of tuché from Breton's “objective chance,” which, while it
identifies Nadja with a spectral, magical figure, identifies chance
with the working out of desire and therefore sets it in the service
of love and of a voluntarist relation to reality. In this connection
tuché is far more related to the automaton structure of Bataille's The
Story of the Eye, and its mechanistic structure produces encounters
that are specifically configured as wounding: the relations not of
love but of death.

(See “Entropy,” “Isotropy,” “Part Object,” “Pulsation,” and *Very
Slow.")
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Very Slow

Yve-Alain Bois

You are standing in front of a Pol Bury Punctuation, onc of those
composed ol a multitudc of white points, cach marking the end of a
length of wire emcrging from a little hole pierced in a \\'oodci\"5p'aﬁcl.'
for example 2270 Points blancs (figure 63), of 1965. Suddenly some-
thing seems to have budged. Yes, something has moved, or rather,
barely trembled, but you do not know where. Yet you have a vague
idea of the area of disturbance —just as though, wherever the relief
might be positioned before you, the impression of movement had
only registered in your peripheral vision. You want to get it into
direct focus, and you concentrate your attention on the presumed
place of the tremor you have just missed. Just when you begin to
doubt yourself, since nothing scems to be happening (“Did 1 really
see something move?"), your “peripheral” vision alerts you a sec-
ond time. Persisting, you stumble at last on one of the specific agi-
tators. But no sooner pinned down (or rather, no sooner the needle
in the haystack having been found), you loose track of the rebel-
lious point. Moreover you are never sure of having scen clearly, of
having put your finger on it (there are so many points). The only in-
fallible means would be to fix your gaze on one point and wait for it
to move, but you soon realize how absurd such a strategy is, recog-
nizing the improbability of success. You cannot make any very grand
conclusions: yes, there is movement, but you have to admit that
you can never grasp it in its entirety. If your gaze happens to fall on
a point or a group of points in motion, that in no way prevents
other parts of the surface from being activated as well - not with-
out your knowing it, but without your being able to describe it.

In his Punctuations, Bury is working on one aspect of the “allover”
composition that had been repressed by the modernist interpreta-
tion of it, according to which the all-over functioned above all as
a means of homogenizing the pictorial surface; this repressed aspect
concerns the sensce in which such an cxpanse exceeds the frontal
visual field and addresscs itself instead to the persistance of animal
capabilities in our visual perception, to what still ties us to the
workings of the fly. Curiously, cinema has rarely exploited this pos-
sibility of the decentering of our gaze (a notable exception is the
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long sequence in a restaurant at the end of Jacques Tati's Playtime
[1967]). The reason for this is the same reason that cinema is in-
creasingly averse to dead time: like the all-over, dead time is priv-
ative; it is a mark of suspension in the diegetic flow (of action, of
narrative), just as the over-all marks the suspension of the figure.
Documentary, the least narrative film genre, has long made slow
motion one of its favorite instruments, especially for nature sub-
jects (Jean Painlevé, from whom had Bataille asked for photographs
of shellfish for Documents, used this a lot), but such a use of slow
motion cannot be said to create dead time: on the contrary, the
documentary filmmaker slows the image so that we may sec an
event better (as in those televised flashbacks that immediatcl)‘ ana-
Iyze a beautiful soccer shot or a s:pcctacurai':‘féﬁ’l’lﬁ pa‘%ﬁi.‘ évén swhile
the plavers are regaining their balance). Dead time only triumphs
in experimental (noncommercial) films: for example, in the shorts
Fluxus made with a camera able to film two hundred times faster
than normal, thus achicving a kind of limit in the domain of slow
motion (perhaps the most interesting of these is Fluxfilm No. 9,
Eyebliﬁk (1966), in which Yoko Ono's wink is long awaited and then
incredibly attenuated'). Or, in the first films by Warhol —such as
Sleep and Empire — which dilate real time, since nothing happens,
except from the fly's point of view.

These Warhol films provide a good point of access to Bury’s
strategy in that they achicve their effect less from the slowness of
the motion (Empire and Sleep are both shot at 28 frames per second
but projected at 16 frames per second) than from an eventlessness
so extreme that the continuity of time ends by being suspended
within perception. It is this perceptual suspension that Bury ex-
ploits in his work: “Between stasis and mobility, a certain slowness
makes us discover a field of actions, where the eye stops being able
to track the course of an object. Given that a ball moves from 4 to
B...the memory we have of its point of departure is a function
of the slowness with which it enacts its trajectory. If this slowness
is extreme, our eye, our memory loses the recollection of A."2
But with Bury this slowness operates in conjunction with inter-
mittancy (he would later expand the length of dead time up to
twenty seconds when he noticed that viewers, alerted by the press
or by an carlier experience with his work, expected to see some-
thing move’). In the Punctuations, in fact, the movement itself is
not particularly slow; it is rather very short, a spasmodic flicker
of onc or several tiny particles among so many other similar ones.
The threshold of imperceptibility rather than slowness itself is
what interests Bury, and interruption is one of his means (in de-
scribing his work, he adopts the pose of a lecturer who falls asleep
several times during a sentence: “given that what moves ... is more
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or less...more perceivable than what is motionless... what is
imperceptible is by extension more immobile ... this movement
of the imperceptible between the moving and the immobile ...
this moment of the imperceptible where what moves has already
stopped ... where the end begins where the beginning ends .. ™)

In the Bubble Machines that David Medalla started to make in
1964, for example Cloud Canyons (figure 64), intermittance is
replaced by an alcatory difterentiation of speeds which dislocates
the mechanical source of the movement even more than Bury's
work does (with the Medalla, onc quickly forgets the motor —an
air pump — while the mechanism would become increasingly
marked in Bury's work). The bubble machmc soapy expansion
grows very slowly, but this coritinudus Mlow & 8§ ncdpa'!ccf by the
gentle, barely audible bursting of bubbles, or punctuatcd by the
sudden plop made as the overflowing mass of foam hits the floor.

In Robert Morris's Footnote to the Bride (1961) (figure 65), an
homage to Marcel Duchamp, the perceptual threshold of extreme
slowness as such is underscored by a kind of trauma. The center

of a flesh-colored rubber membrane is pushed very slowly from
behind outward toward the viewer. At a certain moment, if the
spectator stands in front of the (somewhat repulsive) empty sur-
face long enough, he or she will become aware that its form has
changed. The operation itself will not have been perceived, but
suddenly the cumulative effect will be apparent, as Morris plays
on the contradiction between continuous process and the retro-
active shock it produces, on the lag between cause and effect.

In all thesc cases — tied to intermittance with Bury, to rhyth-
mic differences with Medalla, to the sudden discovery of a cumu-
lative effect with Morris — extreme slowness gives rise to a feeling
of the uncanny. Or rather, to one of the two types articulated by
Freud: not that related to the return of repressed infantile com-
plexes, but that related to “primitive beliefs” that have been “sur-
mounted” —to wit, animism. It is the hesitation of Bury's white
points,’ or of the regular flow and irregular fall of Mcdalla's foam,
or of Morris’s sudden presence of something that was already there
that disturbs the boundary separating the animate from the inani-
mate, the organic from the inorganic, the dead from the living,
“for, as we have learnt,” Freud says, “that fecling cannot arise unless
there is a conflict of judgement as to whether things which have
been ‘surmounted’ and are regarded as incredible may not, after
all, be possible."¢ This animistic moment of perception is very
short, but it is not for all that less vertiginous.

(Sce “Part Object,” “Uncanny,” *“Hoteur! " “Pulse™)
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Water Closet

Yve-Alain Bois

Nothing could be more surprising, in reading Literature and Evil,
than Bataille's very critical attitude toward Jean Genet, an author
whose entire output should, as Jacqles Derrida has femarked, have

brought these two sensibilities together.! Not only is he insensi-
tive to Genet's prose (“his tales arc interesting, but not enthrall-
ing. There is nothing colder, less moving, under the glittering
parade of words, than the famous passage in which Genet recounts
Harcamone's death”), but he assimilates the “splendor” of the style,
in the passage in question, to “Aragon’s feats in the early days of
surrealism — the same verbal facility, the same recourse to devices
which shock™ that he had so vilified in the case of André Breton
and his friends at the time of Documents.

We could see the mark of a certain frustration in this, since
Bataille is reviewing Sartre’s Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr, a book
in which he is mentioned in terms similar to those used by Breton
in The Second Surrealist Manifesto (“Bataille tortures himsclf ‘upon
occasion’: the rest of the time he is a librarian™?). When Bataille
compares the beauty of the “famous” passage from Genet's Miracle
of the Rose to that “of jewels, too claborate and in a coldly bad
taste,” Bataille, annoyed, could only have been signaling to Sartre
that he was wrong about the merchandise, that it is fake (“I'm not
the one who's the real phony, he is”: one is always someonc else’s
kitsch). But this would be to overlook the fact that what Bataille
now called Genet's “baroquism” had appealed to him several years
earlier and that Genet's “bad taste™ had scemed an cffective tactic
(“without the indefensible vulgarity of all this, the scandal would
not come together and the defiance would not have this liberat-
ing quality™).

In fact, if Bataille is actually replying to Sartre in Literature and
Evil, it is by pretending to make an “alliance with him.”* He begins
by taking up Sartre’s argument (“Sartre himself noted a curious dif-
ficulty at the basis of Genet's work. Genet, the writer, has neither
the power to communicate with his rcaders nor the intention of
doing so. His work almost denies the reader”), then he continues
by saying that Sartre did not carry this argument to its conclusion
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(namely, “that in these conditions the work was incomplete. It was
a replacement, half way from the major communication at which
literature aims™).* But this is a posc assumed at Genet's expense;
for what Bataille means by “communication™ has little to do with
what that word means for Sartre (Bataille's usage clsewhere had
been the object of an acid criticism in “Un Nouveau mystique”
|A New Mystic], the review Sartre published in 1943 of L "Expérience
intérteure). In fact, it is almost the exact reverse. Bataille even admits
as much a little carlier in the text: *Communication, in my sense
of the word, is never stronger than when communication, in the

weak sense, the sense of profance language or, as Sartre says, of

rase which makes us and the others appear penctrable, fails and
ELAcomestShe' iﬁtivalcnl of darkncss."7p'?SIrOEg communication”
(which Bataille says, a bit further on, is the same as what he calls
“sovereignty”) is not accessible through the language of common
usage. The vernacular language is founded on the identity of terms
to themselves —i.c., a term’s synonymy with its own definition —
that of “Good™ and “Evil," for example, and above all that of “the
ego,” while the sovereignty Bataille speaks of concerns those
moments of pure loss (laughter, ccstasy, tears, sexual pleasure)
when identity abolishes itself.

The human being is dissolved in “strong communication,” by
opening a tear in himself through which he loses “a part of his own
being to the profit of the communal being,” as Bataille expresses
it in the lecture that, on July 4, 1939, brought the College of Soci-
ology 10 a close. Bataille takes as his first example physical love
(*No communication is more profound; two creatures are lost in
a convulsion that binds them together. But they communicate only
by losing a portion of themselves. The communication binds them
only through wounds where their unity, their integrity disperse in
the heat of excitement”), then he broadens his definition of com-
munication as loss to different social phenomena (initiations, sac-
rifices, festivals).? In fact, the underlying model here is the famous
study by Roger Caillois, “Mimétisme ct psychasthénic légendaire™
(Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia), that had so struck Bataille
several years earlier (this essay, published in 1935, was itself strongly
indebted to Bataille’s “Notion of Expenditure,” published in 1933),
and it is to Caillois above all that this lecture was addressed. Indeed,
Caillois should have participated in this session of the college,
but he canceled at the last moment: having departed suddenly for
Buenos Aires, he left a text that Bataille refused to read in his
absence, since it marked a profound disagreement that could not
have been aired without being discussed. It is as if, with a delay,
and under the pressure of a rupture through which all the compro-
mises and misunderstandings were being brought to light, Bataille
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were reproaching Caillois for having recoiled from the consequences
of his own entropic interpretation of the phenomenon of mimicry
as “depersonalization hy assimilation to space™ In connecting ani-
mal mimicry and “legendary psvchasthenia,” the expression the
psychiatrist Pierre Janet used to designate problems in spatial per-
ception from which certain schizophrenic patients suffer,' Caillois
has of course attacked the anthropocentrism of Western metaphys-
ics by breaching the alleged frontier between man and animal. But,
as Denis Hollier remarks, he nonctheless begins his essav with “an
argument for distinction” without which the will to power of the
intellectual would not be able to exert itself (“distinctions between
the real and the imagin :
ignorance and knowledge, and so on —all of them, in short, dis-
tinctions in which valid considerations must demonstrate a keen

between waking and sleeping, between

awareness and the demand for resolution™!). So Caillois wanted to
look at the “tear in being” from the outside; that is what Bataille
indirectly reproaches him for.

And it is the samc reproach he makes to Genet: in maintaining
a “glass partition” between himself and us, Genet refuses to lose
himself.!? Even more, he cannot help but consolidate, even in its
inversion, the identity he wanted to annihilate. Refusing to con-
sider the prohibition (that is, his relation to the world and to us),
he is committed to failure; he is prisoner of the dialectic: “What
is vile is glorificd, but Evil becomes pointless.... In other words,
Evil becomes a dut)’. just as Good does.™}

What would Bataille’s astonishment have been had he been able
to read Genet's “Ce qui est resté d'un Rembrandt déchiré en petits
carrés bien réguliers, et foutu aux chiottes” (What Remains of a
Rembrandt Torn into Little Regular Squares and Flushed Down the
Toilet), which was published in 1967 (after Bataille’s death)?* The
text consists of two fragments of a book on Rembrandt on which
Gencet had worked for some years, a huge manuscript that he had
torn up and thrown “in the toilet” in 1964, taking a vow, which
he only broke much later, never to write again." The text is organ-
ized in two columns. The right-hand one, narrow and in italics,
concerns Rembrandt properly speaking. (The text would not have
been out of place in Documents almost forty vears carlicr. Genet
writes of Rembrandt, for instance: “It is from the moment when
he depersonalizes his models, when he strips all identifiable qual-
ities from objects, that he gives to both the most weight, the great-
est reality.... He presents himself in his mania for smearing, mad
for color, losing the pretense to superiority and the hypocrisy of
the simulators. This can be felt in the late pictures. But it was nec-
essary that Rembrandt recognize and accept himself as a being of
flesh — did I say of flesh? — of meat, of blubber, of blood, of tears,
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of sweat, of shit, of intelligence and tenderness, of still other things,
to infinity, but none denying the others, or better, cach saluting the
others."'*) The second column, larger, gives the key to this reading
of Rembrandt through the axis of the informe. In it, Genet describes
at some length a kind of epiphany, experienced in a train in 1953,
that profoundly shook his relation to writing (he had already alluded
to this in “L'atelier d’Alberto Giacometti™ (The Studio of Gia-
cometti [1957]): “One day in a train compartment, while looking
at the traveler seated across from me, | had the revelation that every
man is worth every other,” and this sudden know lcdgc brought with
it a “methodical disintegration.” By chance his glance crossed that
of the rather ugly passenger who had just raised his eyes from his
newspaper >(or rather, as Genet puts it, “my glance ... melted into
his™): “What I experienced [ could translate only in these terms: |
was flowing out of my body and through my eves into the traveler's
at the same time as he was flowing into mine.... [O]nce the acci-
dents —in this case repellent — of his appearance were put aside,
this man concealed and then let me discover what made him iden-
tical to me. (I wrote that sentence first, but I corrected it with
this one, more cxact and more devastating: 1 knew | was identical
to this man.)""” The identity of the self is canceled in this revela-
tion. The self is disseminated, since if all men cqual one another,
“each man is every other man.” “No man was my brother: cach man
was myself, but temporarily isolated in his individual skin."!¥

Genet's attitude is, of course, different from Bataille's, nolably
in that this entropic dissolution, which the author of On Nietzsche
would no doubt have lived joyously, scemed to Genet a tragedy
(“Soon nothing will count™), a crack announcing the end of all
erotic investigation, since that is only possible by supposing that
“cach being has its individuality, that it is irreducible, and that
physical form accounts for this.”!* But what is important to us
here is that, doubtlessly without Genet's knowing it, his epiphany
on the train connects with Bataille’s thought about communica-
tion, whereon he writes: “Essentially all beings are only onc. They
repel each other at the same time that they arc one. And in this
movement — which is their essence — the fundamental identity
is annulled.™?0

Even if he sometimes signed his books Lord Auch, Bataille did
not tear up the manuscripts he was unhappy with, much less throw
them down the toilet (except, perhaps, the manuscript for a book
called W.C.2"). Certain artists, however, wondered what would
remain of a work if it were torn up, or rather what would remain
of the concept of the work of art if the very act of tearing (an essen-
tially entropic process: irreversible, reducing everything to same-
ness) were to be the sole technique.
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In a text directed against the interest in entropy in recent art
(the book, dating from 1971, had its sights fixed on Robert Smith-
son and Andy Warhol, among others), Rudolf Arnheim quotes from
Jean Arp’s memoirs:

Around 1930 I did my first papiers déchirés. A human opus now struck
me as being inferior even to disconnected work, as being totally re-
moved from life. Everything is approximate, even less than approxi-
mate, for if you peer more sharply and closely, even the most perfect
painting is a filthy, wart-infested approximation, a dried-up pap. a
desolate landscape of lunar craters. What arrogance is concealed in
be
attained? | now welcomed the decomposition that always sets in once

perfection. Why strive for accuracy and purity jf they can n

a work is ended. A dirty man puts his dirty finger on a subtle detail
in a painting to point it out. That place is now marked with sweat
and grease. He bursts into enthusiasm and the painting is spraved with
saliva. A delicate picture on paper, a watercolor is thus lost. Dust and
insects are also efficient destroyers. Light makes colors fade. Sunshine
and warmth create blisters, loosen the paper, leave cracks in the paint
and make it chip. Moisture creates mildew. The work decomposes and
dies. Now, the death of a painting no longer devastated me. | had come
to terms with its cphemeralness and its death, and included them in
the painting. Death, however, grew and devoured the painting and life.
This decomposition ought to have been followed by the negation of
all action. Form had turned into formlessness, the finite into infin-
ity, the individual into totality.??

Few artists will so clearly tie entropic dissolution to the debacle
of the formless, but obviously this is not why Arnheim, one of the
few remaining stalwarts of Gestalt psychology, quotes this text.
Rather, he is excited by its conclusion, where Arp explains how,
faced with the example of Sophic Taueber's work, he abandoned
this direction in his work to rediscover “clarity.” Arp's torn papers
(figure 66), those from the beginning at least (ca. 1932-34), mark
his work with the scal of a violence he would quickly abandon and
to which he would never return. The crisis over, he platitudinously
gushes: “I believe, even more than 1 did in my vouth, that a return
to an essential order, to a harmony, is necessary to save the world
from endless bedlam."** A burst of applausc from the Gestalt Man.

Others took up tearing where Arp had left it: Cy Twombly,
for instance, in a series of collages where bits of crumpled paper,
the fallout from who knows what disaster, coagulate on the page:
Richard Serra, who begins to tear a sheet of lead on the ground
and then leaves his act interrupted in a sort of et cetera that invites
us to continue it mentally (figure 67); Christian Bonnefoi, who,

.
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beginning in 1979, in a series of works titled Babel, tears the lay
ers of pigments on his canvas into shards, to the point where all
identities — the over and the under, the before and the after —
are confused.

The most radical, however, was undoubtedly Lygia Clark, who
found a response, very close to Bataille's, to the question of know

ing “what remains of a work torn in little bits thrown into the
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toilet.” Properly speaking, it is not an issuc of tearing or of work,
but of the tearing up of the concept of work. It is a question of an
experience that made everything as upsetting for the artist as the
encounter on the train had been for Genet. It is a “proposition,”
as she says, that dates from 1964 and that she called Caminhando
(Trailing) (figure 68). The point of departure is a Mébius strip, that
cardinal image of topology which had been exploited in sculpture
by Max Bill. (It should be noted that Max Bill had a number of
followers in Brazil, and it was against them that Lygia Clark and
her friends launched neo-concretism in 1959.) Anyone can make

a Trailing, beginning with a paper Mabius strip:
¢ £

Then take a pair of scissors, stick one point into the surface and cut
continuously along the length of the strip. Take care not to converge

with the preexisting cut — which will cause the band to separate into

Figure 67

Richard Serra
Tearing Lead from !
1:47, 1968

Torn sheet of lead

118 x 106 inches
Musée National d'Art

Maderne

Georges Pompidou, Paris
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© 1997 Richard Serra/ ARS
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two pieces, W hen you have gone the circuit of the strip, it's up to
vou whether to cut to the left or to the right of the cut you've already
made. This idea of choice is capital. The special meaning of this expe
rience is in the act of doing it. The work is vour act alone, To the
extent that vou cut the strip, it refines and redoubles itself into inter
lacings. At the end the path is so narrow that you can't open it fur

ther. It's the end of the trail.*

Nothing is left on the floor but a pile of paper spaghetti that one
can put in the trash (so as not to plug up the W.C.). The act of
“trailing” marks one of those moments of “strong communication”
dear to Bataille, (“At the outset, the Trailing is only a potentiality.
You are going to form, you and it, a unique, total, existential reality.

No more separation between subject and object. It's an embrace,

a fusion™) “There is nothing before, nothing after” Nothing, if not




Figure 68
Lygia Clark

Caminhando (Trailing)
1964

Paper, variable dimensions
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1 certain consciousness of time and the beauty of its irremediable
loss. As with Genet's epiphany, a train trip played a role in this dis-
covery, but this time retroactively, as confirmation: “The Trailing
only took on meaning for me once, crossing the countryside by
train, | experienced cach fragment of the landscape as a temporal
totality, a totality in the process of forming, of producing itsclf before
my eyes, in the immanence of the moment™ The absence of the
work is sometimes cestatic.

(See “Entropy,” “Qualitics [Without],” and “Sweats of the Hippo.™)

X Marks the Spot

Rosalind E. Krauss

In 1965 Bruce Nauman made a plaster cast of the space under his
chair. Perhaps it was late in the year, after Donald Judd's “Specific
Objects” essay had appeared, or perhaps earlier, for example in Feb-
ruary, in response to Judd's review of Robert Morris's Green Gal-
lery exhibition, or in October, after Barbara Rose had published
“ABC Art,” her own bid to theorize minimalism.! In any event,
Nauman's cast, taking the by-then recognizable shape of a minimal-
ist sculpture, whether by Morris or Tony Smith, or Judd himself,
was more or less cubic, gravish in color, simple in texture — which
made it no less the complete antiminimalist object. (See figure 69.)

Several years later, when the tide against minimalism had turned
and the attack on minimalism’s industrial metaphor —its convic-
tion in the well-built object, its display of rational tectonics and
matcrial strength — was in full swing, this reaction would move
under the banner of “anti-form,” which is to say a set of strategies
to shatter the constructed object and disperse its fragments.? But
Nauman's cast, which he repeated the following year in two other
forays — Shelf Sinking into the Wall with Copper-Painted Plaster Casts
of the Spaces Underneath (1966) and Platform Made up of the Space
between Two Rectilinear Boxes on the Floor (1966) — acting well before
anti-form, does not take this route of explosion, or dismember-
ment, or dissemination. It does not open the closed form of the
fabricated object to release its material components from the
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corset of their construction, to turn them over to the forces of
nature — gravity, wind, erosion — which would give them quite
another articulation, one cast in the shadow of natural processes
of change. Rather, it takes the path of implosion or congealing, and
the thing to which it submits this stranglehold of immobility is

not matter, but what vehiculates and subtends it: space itself.

Nauman's attack, far more deadly than anti-form — because it

is about a cooling from which nothing will be able to extricate

Figure 69
Bruce Naurr itself in the guise of whatever articulation —is an attack made in
PR g 0 the very name of death, or to use another term, entropy. And for
vx\’ x :t:v1 this reason, the ambiguity that grips these residues of Nauman's
inches casts of interstitial space — the sense, that is, that they are object-
e L like, but that, without the title attached to them like an absurd

label, one has no idea what they are, even of what general species

of object they might belong to — scems particularly fitting. It is as
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though the congealing of space into this rigidly entropic condition
also strips it of any mcans of being “like™ anything. The constant
utilitarian character of minimalist objects — they are “like™ boxes,
benches, portals, and so on —along with the more evocative turn
of process works, continued to operate under the condition of form
which is that, having an identity, it be meaningful. What Nauman's
casts force us 1o realize is that the ultimate character of entropy is
that it congeal the possibilities of meaning as well. Which is to
say that this conception of entropy, as a force that sucks out all
the intervals between points of space, not only understands the
“Brownian movement” of molecular agitation as slowed to a stop,
but also imagines the cradication of those distances that regulate
the grid of oppositions; or differences, necessary to the produc-
tion of meaning.

Although he himself never pushed his own concerns with
cntropy into the actual making of casts, Robert Smithson had
always considered casting as a way of theorizing entropy, since he
had written about the carth’s crust as itself a giant cast, the testa-
ment to wave after wave of cataclysmic forces compressing and
congealing life and all the spatial intervals necessary to sustain it.
Quoting Darwin’s remark that “Nothing can appear more lifeless
than the chaos of rocks,” Smithson treasured the geological record
as a “landslide of maps,” the charts and texts of the inexorable
process of cooling and death.? For each rock, each lithic band is
the evidence of whole forests, whole species that have decayed —
“dying by the millions™ — and under the pressure of this process
have become a form of frozen cternity. In a movingly poetic text,
“Strata: A Geophotographic Fiction,” Smithson attempted to prize
apart these layers of compression, alternating blocks of writing with
strips of photographs showing the fossil record trapped within the
magma of the rock, as the demonstrative presentation of wave after
wave — Cambrian, Silurian, Devonian, Permian, Triassic, Jurassic —
of wreckage.

Smithson realized, of course, that the very act of textualizing
this material was one of building spatiality back into it, of produc-
ing those oppositions and differences necessary to open the sur-
face to the intelligibility of reading and the organization of form.
He quoted the paleontologist Edwin Colbert, who said: “Unless
the information gained from the collecting and preparing of fos-
sils is made available through the printed page, assemblage speci-
mens is [sic] essentially a pile of meaningless junk.”* It was the
conflict between the “junk” and the “text” that seemed to fasci-
nate him.

If fossils are nature's form of casting, the turn taken in art-world
concerns in the 1970s and 1980s led away from Smithson's atten-
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tion to the natural, by moving deeper into the terrain of industrial
culwre, which minimalism had been exploring from the outset,
although by now this had become a kind of minimalism crossed
with pop art. For the concern was no longer with the tectonics of
industrial production, but with its logic, which is that of serial-
ization, the multiple, and replication. And although casting is a par-
adigm of any process of reduplication, of spinning out masses of
copies from a single matrix or mold, it was the photographic rather
than the cast form of the duplicate that increasingly took hold of
the art world's imagination. For the photograph brought with it
the simulacral notion of the mirage, of a reality that had been
engulfed within its own technology of imitation, a fall into a hall
of mirrors, a ({isappcarancc into a labyrinth in which original and
copy are indistinguishable. The photograph seemed capable of
raising the problem of reality in the grip of what Jean Baudrillard
would call “the mirror of production™ in a way that the mere cast
could not.

Itself emerging from this culture of the multiple, Allan McCol-
lum’s work was, however, not to move along this photographic
construal of simulacra. Rather it was to cycle back to the issue of
casting by entering into a relation with the very most classical enun-
ciation of the matrix or original as a kind of ontological ideal from
which all existent objects are modeled. This eidos, or form, could
also be thought of as the genus that contains within itself —as a
kind of ideal repertory — the “footprint™ for all actualizations of
its form of life into specics.

Procceding, then, to an exploration of the generic, McCollum's
work became an ironic rewriting of modernist art's own attempts
to reduce individual media — painting, sculpture, photography, and
so on —to their very essence as genres, or acsthetic norms. How-
ever, anti-formal to its very marrow, McCollum's reduction was not
to an abstract condition — flatness, say, or opticality —but to a
generic type (“painting” as a blank canvas with a frame around it;
“sculpture” as a kitsch bauble, a shape meant for mass production)
that could serve as the model from which to generate potentially
endless numbers of copies. It was thus the industrialization of the
eidos that interested him, as he struck a kind of blow against the
reproductive as natural or idcal (the constant reclaiming of species
“identity”) and presented it instead as a force of proliferation of
the same, a kind of silting up of the space of difference into an
undifferentiable, entropic continuum. In this sense, proliferation,
as the endlessly compulsive spinning out of “different” examples,
came full circle in the 1980s to join hands with the 1960s efface-
ment of difference, as McCollum's nightmare of mass production
began to reinvent Smithson’s fantasy of mass extinction, thus bring-
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ing about a convergence of the two over the importance of the fos-
sil record.

If the fossil as the “natural copy” fascinates McCollum, this is
because it brings the generic —in the form of the industrialization
of eidos —into collision with the biological genus, realized through
the fossil in the form of its own genetic eradication, marked only
by the mold of one or more of its members left in passing. The
production of dinosaur tracks is a particularly interesting example
of the natural cast, one that had fascinated Smithson as well, at the
time of his “Geophotographic Fiction.” Such tracks are made by
the heavy animal’s having walked through mud-covered peat bogs,
leaving large negative depressions that were filled in by the mud,
which eventually hardened into solid rock “casts™ of the footprints
while the peat around these tracks reduced into coal. In the Utah
sites these were revealed as the coal was removed from around
them, leaving the footprints to protrude from the roof of the mine
(figure 70).

The specificity of these casts as evidence, their testimony to
the passage at a particular time and place of the movement of a now-
vanished animal, would seem of course to give them a particular-

ity that is far away from McCollum’s earlier practice of the cast

Figure 70.

Allan McCollum,
Natural Copies from

the Coal Mines of
Central Utah, 1994-95.
Enamel on polymer rein-
forced gypsum, variable
dimensions.

Courtesy John Weber
Gallery.



X MARKS THE SPOT / YO-YO

as a form of the “generic,” that endlessly proliferating series of
increasingly meaningless signs. Working against the grain of the
multiple, these casts would seem instead to have the character of
something absolutely unique, something that had existed in a spe-
cific place, and to which this object mutely points: “X Marks the
Spot,” as the title of a book on criminal deaths, reviewed briefly
by Bataille,® put it —the trace of an utterly contingent “this.”

If, however, McCollum’s impulse is to treat these “trace fossil”
footprints as though they were readymades and to parade them
both as burgeoning sets of multiples and as the gaudily colored
items from the most kitsch of souvenir shops — thus industrializ-
ing not just the generic but also the genetic — this is not simply
from an irreverence for the idea of primal life. It is, rather, to go
back to the kind of content that Nauman had built into his casts
of particular spaces —which understood the very specificity of the
trace itself (the “this”) as a form of entropy, a congealing of the
paradigm. Once more it is to join the proliferation enabled by the
mold or matrix to the X that congeals the very possibility of space
even as it marks the spot.

(See “Qualities [Without],” and “Yo-Yo.")

Y

Yo-Yo

Rosalind E. Krauss

We could see it as the relatively sophisticated, commercially pro-
duced equivalent of the little object Freud’s infant grandson made
famous, as he threw the spool onto his cot to make it disappear
behind the bedclothes and then pulled on the string attached to
it to draw it back into view, the first gesture accompanied by a
mournful “fo-o-ort” and the second by a joyous “da!”! And the
yo-yo is servicable in this connection in yet another dimension,
since its very name cycles around the field of linguistic principles
that the “fort/da” instrument articulates.

For yo-yo belongs to a whole series of childish terms — the very
earliest being “mama” and “papa,” and subsequent ones being
“caca” and “peepee” —in which the wild sound of infantile bab-
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bling is suddenly articulated, or spaced, or cut out, not just into
perceptible rhythmic regularity but into the freestanding condi-
tion of the signifier, through the act of repetition. For it is repeti-
tion that doubles back on the first sound to mark it as deliberately
phonemic by the very fact of being repeatable. Thus, as Roman
Jakobson savs, the basis for the transition from wild sound produc-
tion to verbal behavior is, precisely, reduplication, since it is the
repetition of the first sound by the second that serves to signal “that
the uttered sounds do not represent a babble, but a senscful, seman-

tic entity."? Thus, for Jakobson, it is duplication that is “linguistic
essence,” since it transforms sounds to phonemes by marking, or
re-marking them, by establishing that they “arc to be recognizable,
distinguishab]c. identifiable; and in accordance with these require-
ments, they must be deliberately repeatable.™

“Fort/da" is not, however, one of these redoubled vocables,
although the game plaved by means of it —in both its verbal and
mechanical guise —did involve constant repetition. “Fort/da" is,
instead, a game of rhythmic separation and reconnection, in which
something disappears from sight and is recognized again, both dis-
appearance and return accompanied by language that penetrates
this activity almost to the point of becoming its support. For Freud
articulates the “fort/da" as allowing for the rise of linguistic rep-
resentation in the negation of the object (throwing it away while
simultaneously producing a substitute for it in the form of a ver-
bal sign: “fort™) and in the separation of the field of the represented
(the sign, the fantasy image) from that of the real (“da!"). Indecd,
it is in this founding act of negativity that Frcud locates the intel-
lectual feat on which language as well as culture in general would
be instituted.

And many linguists agree with him. For if Freud claims that all
denial —cevery “no” or every “fort” — nevertheless necessitates the
positive presentation of the object to consciousness (since “Nega-
tion is a way of taking notice of the repressed™), he is describing
the fact that in the order of language negation is not simply expul-
sion but is, first, admission, since, as linguists like Emile Benveniste
would say, language “must explicitly pose in order to suppress,”
or “a judgment of non-existence necessarily has the formal status
as well of a judgment of existence.”s Benveniste continues: “Don’t
we see here that the linguistic factor is decisive in this complex
process and that negation is in a certain way constitutive of the
denied contents?... The subject’s discourse can multiply denials,
but not abolish the fundamental property of language, which is to
imply that something corresponds to what is stated, something and
not ‘nothing.' "

Negation and verbal representation are thus articulated onto one
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another, and Freud ends his cssay with this celebrated statement:
“The accomplishment of the function of judgment is rendered pos-
sible in the first instance because the constitution of the symbol
of negation has permitted thought a first degree of independence
in relation to the consequence of repression and at the same time

from the coercion of the pleasure principle.”

But if yo-yo seems to tie into the fort/da’s linguistic structure
more through its own mechanical cnactment of negation and return
than through its linguistic doubling, it was to be Julia Kristeva's
argument that negativity and rhythm are necessary to one another
in the constitution of the speaking subject, so that in her view
fort/da and yo-yo would indeed map onto each other, and in all
their dimensions. This is because Kristeva, anxious to forge a con-
nection between the somatic and the psychic (and thus ultimately,
the symbolic), sees the pulsatile beat of the drives as the bridge
between the body’s flexion — the spasmodic movement of the glot-
tal or anal sphincters, for example —and the repetition necessary
to language’s fundamental spacing, or articulation. It is from this
beat that Kristeva scts up what she calls a “chora™ “The chora, as
rupture and articulations (rhythm) precedes evidence, verisimili-
tude, spatiality and temporality. The chora is not a sign nor is it a
signifier. It is, however, gencrated in order to attain to this signi-
fying position. It underlies figuration™ And to this chora she gives
the value of the semiotic: “The semiotic is articulated by flow and
marks: facilitation, encrgy transfers, the cutting up of the corpo-
real and the social continuum as well as that of signifying material,
the establishment of a distinctiveness and its ordering in a pulsat-
ing chora, in a rhythmic but nonexpressive totality.™

Now if Kristeva invokes the term “chora™ here, it is not to
echo that part of Plato’s definition in the Timaeus that portrays the
chora as amorphous, but the part that sces it as maternal: being
the matrix, the nurse, the becoming-imprinted.' For the rhyth-
mic body is also that of the maternal support to which the nursing
infant continues to be conncected until what Kristeva calls a “semi-
otic break™ is performed, which, in separating the infant from the
mother’s body, institutes the first big rejection, and thus the ground
for the child’s “no,” the no on which intellectual negation will be
constructed." The rhythmic maternal (vo-yo) thus combines with
negation's rupture (_vo/yo) to produce the speaking subject —a sub-
ject who is (if Benveniste is right in claiming that we cannot speak
about nothing) the semantic subject as well.

And it is in just this sense that yo-yo is incompatible with every-
thing that the opcration “pulsc” or “beat” attempts to demonstrate
about the work of the formless. For “pulse™ does not open onto the
rhythmic work that Kristeva describes, as that rhythm puts in place

221




Figure 71
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both the stability of form and the fullness of meaning. Indeed, far
from representing the rhythmic alternation of the pleasure prin-
ciple’s + and —, the pulsation of the “beat” turns around the death
drive’s condition of shock, of “bad form,” of a repetition always
undergirded by the rupture of total extinction, and thus a rhythm
of + and 0.

In this sense it is important to distinguish between Jean-Frangois
Lyotard’s sense of matrix, which is generative of bad form, and
Kristeva's very different matrix, which is rhythmic, maternal, pro-
ductive; since the first does the work of the formless while the lat-
ter is given over to form. "

Within the field of artistic practice, various challenges to the
positive, productive, maternal idea of the matrix have been organ-
ized, none perhaps so lethally effective as the production of the
“achrome” as ultimately developed by Manzoni (figure 71). For the
achrome was Manzoni's version of monochrome painting carried
out by taking the world’s materials — pleated cloth, pebbles, bread
rolls — and covering them over with a uniform coating of kaolin,
thereby producing a strange combination of abstraction (the mon-
ochrome painting) and readymade (anything massed onto the pic-
ture plane). This productive strategy, insofar as it employs a clay
coating, obviously cquates matter (and its proliferation) with mater
(or earth, and its fccundlt\') But increasingly, after 1961, Manzoni
identifies prohferanon with unnatural materials, in fact with toxic
industrial products such as Styrofoam or glass wool. So that, in
what would seem like an invocation of the matrix in the placenta-
like or cushioning surfaces of works like the Nuages, there is in
fact the entirely antimaternal implication of the overproduction
of artificial, nonbiodegradable matter, which can only proliferate
as waste.

(See “Isotropy,” “Liquid Words,” “‘Moteur!""” “Pulse,” and “X
Marks the Spot.”)
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Zone

Yve-Alain Bois

Bataille conceived of a kind of thermodynamics in reverse. In his
view, becausc the sun’s energy is in a state of superfluity, we are
condemned to an ever-increasing overproduction, and it is this cos-
mic imbalance that is at the root of the cyclical character of cer-
tain regulatory mechanisms — such as war — that are activated by a
buildup of unspent energy (war, an unproductive expenditure, rep-
resents the sudden release of surplus energy at the point where the
pressurc has become too great, like steam escaping through the
safety valve of a pressure cooker). This model, which Bataille began
to formulate in “La Notion de dépense” (The Notion of Expendi-
ture) (1933), and which he would further elaborate in The Accursed
Share (1949), scems at first glance to depend on a law totally con-
trary to that of entropy. Yet the outcome Bataille has in mind would
be every bit as eschatological as Carnot’s prediction of the progres-
sive cooling-down of the solar system.

Of course, Bataille is supremely optimistic. Aware that, if we
keep traveling down the same road in our race against the over-
production of encrgy, humanity will one day condemn itself (a
fortiori if we set the solution of war aside, as increasingly endan-
gering our survival), he sees nothing less than a radical change of
attitude that would force man to accede to sovereignty (voluntary
renunciation of usefulness and of the accumulation of riches; prop-
agation of nonproductive expenditures). He does not, however,
exclude the possibility of failure.

At the time of Documents, in any case, such optimism was unwar-
ranted, and Bataille was not exactly envisioning the possibility of
such a liberation. Rather, he was musing about an inevitable, per-
fectly entropic, corollary of overproduction: namely, the noncom-
pactible accumulation of unassimilable waste. Using dust as its
emblem, he begins by noting the repression to which this waste
production is subject: “The storytellers have not realized that Sleep-
ing Beauty would have awoken covered with a thick layer of dust....
Meanwhile dismal sheets of dust constantly invade earthly habita-
tions and uniformly defile them.” He then alludes to the Sisyphcan
battle of the “cleaning ladics,” armed cach morning with their
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feather dusters and their vacuum cleaners to combat this daily tide.
Finally, he concludes that the battle is uneven and hopeless: *One
day or another, given its persistence ... dust will probably begin to
gain the upper hand over the servants, pouring immense amounts
of rubbish into abandoned buildings and deserted dockyards.™

One of the inscriptions of time (whose irreversibility is dem-
onstrated by the law of entropy), dust is, semiologically speaking,
an index. In this it is like photography, but its trace is of duration.
Duchamp put his finger on this indexical quality quite precisely,
when he let dust accumulate in layers of differing thicknesses (and
thus different durations) on his Large Glass (1915-23) in order to
obtain degrees of transparency and of varigd, colors once a fixative
was applicd. (Elevage de poussiére [1920], the photograph he had
Man Ray take at that point, is an index of an index.?) Ashes occupy
the same indexical plane, or more preciscly, cigarette ash (in that
the implied duration is relatively standardized, since cigarettes,
unlike pipes or cigars, burn steadily once lit (the cigarette is a fire
with little variation). Perhaps this is what Man Ray was thinking,
at almost the same moment (in 1920), when he photographed the
contents of an ashtray dumped onto the floor and called the image
New York (figure 72), which, along with a map of Paris, he fash-
ioned into a collage entitled Transatlantic (in which the city became
an ashtray overflowing with butts). As for Duchamp, in order to
mark the entropic irreversibility of time, he photographed ciga-
rettes stripped of their paper skins, to make the cover of a book
by Georges Hugnet called La Septiéme Face du dé (The Seventh Side
of the Dic): an unusable dic would mark the stoppage of the cal-
endar, just as the cigarettes would become unsmokable.

But dust, Bataille also says, pours immense amounts of rubbish
(“immenses décombres”) into “abandoned buildings, deserted dock-
yards,” which is to say, the area called the “zonc” in French. It
would even seem that dust’s irreversible invasion must end by chas-
ing “the servants™ away and emptying all “carthly habitations™ of
their occupants, transforming them into “deserted dockyards”
(dust in the zone: there again you have a double index). On an
urban scale, the zone is what dust is on the scale of the single dwell-
ing: it is the waste that inevitably accompanies production (which
is necessarily, according to Bataille, overproduction).

As an organism, the city always tries, of course, to combat
entropic proliferation at the same time that it generates it; as a
capitalist enterprise, the city always invents new means of recycling
waste. In one of his most devastating books, Real Estate Opportunities
(1970), Ed Ruscha reproduces, without comment, twenty-five pho-
tographs of empty lots within the (very flaccid, as we know) urban
fabric of Los Angeles. Each brandishes a For Sale sign, and although
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Figure 73
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the lots are likely to have been sold by now, and thus been reinte-
gr.\lvll into the circuit of pmdu('linn, some are full of brambles,
the temporal index of a real estate market that was “soft” when
the phnlograph was taken. These plots are, if lrmpnraril), nega-
tive spaces (and some remain so for a very long time, especially if
the hvnmrrhaging spr('ads to neighboring lots, but in any case they
will be replaced by others). The zone would thus seem assimilable,
yvet, H‘\'dra-likr. al\\‘ays renews itself; and it is necessary that it grow:
the present turning of the planet into a mammoth trash can is the
sad confirmation of this prognosis. (Robert Smithson, relying on

the work of the economist Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, doubted
the cl'fica(‘); of ccologic.}l rc(‘_\‘cling: it is, he said, “like looking for
needles in h.l)'slack.s."‘)

Sometimes the entropic buildup is less spectacular; sometimes
the waste is clean. Nonetheless, it threatens the urban map, and
the city always tries to eliminate it. New York City’s auctioning
off of mostly unusable, interstitial spaces, at twenty-five dollars a
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picce, is one of the most unusual examples of this battle lost in
advance (to return dead zones to commercial circulation is to try
to prevent the invasion of dust).

At the time when he had just begun to make his holes in con-
demned buildings, Gordon Matta-Clark had the insight that these
parcels for auction were cconomic voids, holes he did not even
need to pierce, and he became a buyer — not to join in the battle
against entropy (quite the contrary), but to demonstrate its re-
pressed manifestations in the urban context. He documented his
acquisitions of panels, onc to a plot, showing the title of the prop-
erty, the map of the arca, and photographs: “They were a group of
fifteen micro-parcels of land in Queens, left-gy

an architect’s drawing. One or two of thé prize ones were a foot
strip down somcbody’s driveway and a foot of sidewalk. And the
others were curbstone and gutter space. What I basically wanted
to do was to designate spaces that wouldn't be scen and certainly
not occupied.”™ That wouldn't be seen, not so much because they
would be inaccessible (although this was true in some cases?), but
because they had no use value whatever and only a purely nominal
exchange value: these are fake commoditics, fake real estate prop-
ertics (the title of the work, perhaps the most conceptual piece
Matta-Clark ever did, is Reality Properties: Fake Estates [1973] [fig-
ure 73], which puns on the fact that reality is an archaic term for
real estate). The parcels did not interest Matta-Clark unless they
had no economic value whatever.

Of course the zonc itself is visible (even though we prefer to
block it from sight), but not the turning-into-the-zone: we only
sec the zone once it is in place, just as we do not see dust until it
has settled. The society of use produces multitudes of these remain-
ders that are imperceptible until the point of no return has been
reached (again, duration is always implicd). Take the example of
outdoor parking lots: it took Ruscha's photographing thirty or so
of them from a helicopter one Sunday, when they were empty, for
one to notice that they are a mighty sewer, a machine for the pro-
duction of oil spots (Thirty-Four Parking Lots, 1967 [figure 74]). Of
course, from time to time (precisely when the point of no return
is about to be reached), parking lots are given a new coat of asphalt,
but the spots always reform and inevitably win, for the battle against
the invader is a losing one (perhaps this is what the Fluxus “per-
formance” — during which a group of friends vigorously cleanced a
picce of sidewalk on Fifth Avenue, with sponges, brooms, and
scouring pads — wanted to shows).

Ruscha is the great census taker of these little nothings that cat
away at the city, and he sees the city itself as dust, as a mounting
tide of nondifferentiation (the galloping spread of suburbia proves
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him right). He takes urban dust as the greasy version of a “cleaner”
evil that is characteristic of advanced capitalism and its mass media,
namely, entropy as defined by information theory (the informational
content of a message is in inverse proportion to its entropy). This
theory, whose cffects are pervasive in all of Ruscha's pictorial pro-
duction, notably his word paintings, designates everything that hin-
ders or is useless to the transmission of the message as “noise™; and,
by extension, everything that has no informational content, every-
thing that is repeated, predictable, redundant —all of that is noth-
ing but dust. In this sense, the city itself, as a megalopolis, has
become pure noise, pure zone.

Robert Smithson went to look for the zonc in the great indus-
trial suburbs of New fersey. “Completely controfled by™ his Insta-
matic, he discovered many “ruins in reverse, that is —all the new
construction that would cventually be built,” returning with pho-
tographs of ridiculous “monuments” (for example, “concrete abut-
ments that supported the shoulders of a new highway in the process
of being built”).” But he need not have gone so far. Even though
Ruscha’s first book, Twenty-Six Gasoline Stations (1963) — onc for
each letter of the alphabet — covers a rather great distance, depict-
ing the gas stations (photographed dcadpan from the opposite side
of the road) that he encountered between Oklahoma City and Los
Angeles, he staved mostly within onc urban perimeter (Los Angeles)
for his subsequent “monument” hunts. In Every Building on Sunset
Strip (1966) — a book that struck Smithson very forcefully® — Ruscha
exhaustively shows, in a “panorama” form composed of sixty-two
accordion-folded pages, cvery building on the most famous stretch
of Sunsct Boulevard. (One can “read” the book in both directions,
since the two sides of the boulevard symmetrically oppose one
another on cach page, one right side up, the other upside down:
at one end number 8100 is reflected in 8101; at the other, number
9176 corresponds to 9171, although of course this almost perfect
correspondence of even and odd numbers is rare in the book.) It
should be said that Ruscha photographed more than buildings —
his book also includes pictures of street intersections, lawns, and
cars whose drivers are rarely seen —since his intention was to make
a complete inventory. No effort was made, however, to mask the
discontinuity of the recording process: the photographic joins are
crude, a way of showing that the very technique of information —
the discontinuous “bit™ — necessarilv produces a certain quotient of
entropy. In other books, Ruscha abandons the principle of exhaus-
tiveness and concentrates instead on a building type (as in Some
Los Angeles Apartments [1965] and Nine Swimming Pools and a Bro-
ken Glass [1968)), or even on Los Angeles’ surprisingly diverse pop-
ulation of palm trees (in A Few Palm Trees [1971]). Ruscha always
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presents his subjects with the same uniformity, the same anom
mous quality, but without the somewhat denunciatory tone that
we find in, sav, Dan Graham's Homes for Amenica, a survey of pre-

“

fab housing developments “designed 1o be thrown away.™ and
without the sort of perverse admiration that Robert Venturi has
tor Levittown and Las Vegas. Ruscha’s work simply elicits a recog-
nition of the same (even his books, for the most part, use the same
format and identical typeface), a recognition of the same as noth-
ing. Speaking of the Sunset Strip, which he photographed at noon
to accentuate its desolate quality, Ruscha writes: “AlLT was after
was that store-front planc. It's like a Western town in a wav. A store-
tront planc of a Western town is just paper, and cverything behind is
just nothing"* Hollywood, the bechive of the media at the center
of Los Angeles, needs no help imagining ghost towns full of dust.

(See “Liquid Words™ and “Threshole.”)
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The Destiny of the Informe

Rosalind E. Krauss

During the time the exhibition I 'Informe: Mode d'emploi was in
its planning stage at the Centre Georges Pompidou, a potentially
competing project was announced by another Parisian institution
under the title “From the Informe to the Abject,™ a title that clearly
implics the belicf that, if the informe has a destiny that reaches
bevond its conceptualization in the 1920s to find its fulfillment
and completion within contemporary artistic production, it is in
the domain of what is now understood as “abjection.”

Muscum protocol being what it is, however, this latecomer was
withdrawn and the project with seniority was retained in the form
of the exhibition for which these texts served as one section of the
cataloguc. And yet, that other, unrealized project might nonethe-
less continue to function in terms of an implicit protest against sen-
iority understood in a wider and more injurious sense of the term:
that of supporting the old against the new, of scanting current prac-
tice in favor of historical precedents, and, thereby, of failing to
acknowledge what the other project takes to be the case, namely,
that the reason for the currency of present-day interest in the con-
cept of the formless is to be found in the insistent spread of “abjec-
tion” as an expressive modc.

For indeed, this spread is easy enough to document within the
cultural manifestations of the last several years. To name only some
very recent oncs, two respected spokesmen for contemporary art —
David Sylvester and Robert Rosenblum — participating in Artforum's
annual survey of the best and worst exhibitions held in 1995, ele-
vated Gilbert & Georges's “Naked Shit Pictures” to the top of their
lists, comparing this mammoth installation to Renaissance frescoes
“in which the settings for the groupings of nude figures were not
the usual columns and arches but structures crected from enlarge-
ments of turds,” thereby producing in their viewers a supposed rush
“from the scatological to the eschatological™ Another example
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would be the Centre Pompidou’s own femininmasculin exhibition
(1995), with its heavy complement of artists associated with Ameri-
can and English “abject art” — Kiki Smith, Robert Gober, Mike
Kelley, Sue Williams, Nancy Spero, Gilbert & George, and in matri-
archal place of honor, Louise Bourgeois —and its emphasis on con-
temporary production’s fixation not simply on sexual organs but
on all bodily orifices and their sceretions (hence a strong show-
ing of urinal-related art and fecal imagery, as in the work of Paul-
Armond Gette, Noritoshi Hirakawa, Jean-Michel Othonicl, and
Helen Chadwick).?

Perhaps, indeed, it is the occurrence of this latter exhibition
and the fact that it and L'Informe: Mode d'emploi shared certain art-
ists (Marcel Duchamp, Jean Fautrier, Cy Twombly, Claes Olden-
burg, Mike Kelley, Robert Morris) — though not the same type of
work by any of them —and in rarc instances even shared the same
objects (Giacometti's Suspended Ball, Man Ray's Anatomies, Eva
Hesse’s Accession), that forces us to be explicit on the subject of
abjection and to state why and in what way it must be differenti-
ated in the strongest possible terms from the project of the formless.

The sacralization of the desired object submits desire
to the law of contradictory injunctions for which the
model (the pole of attraction) that he imitates is at the
same time what constitutes the obstacle to his satis-
faction (the pole of rcpulsionL

- Denis Hollier, Le College de Soctologic*

We do not deny, of course, that Bataille himself employed the term
“abjection,” particularly in a group of unpublished texts from the
mid-to-late 1930s under the title “Abjection et les formes misé-
rables™ (Abjection and the Forms of the Miserable).’ Nor do we
overlook the fact that, insofar as these texts identify social abjec-
tion with a violent exclusionary force operating within the modern
state —a force that strips the laboring masses of their human dig-
nity and reproduces them as dchumanized social waste (its dregs,
its refusc) —they map the activity of abjection onto that of heter-
ogeneity, which Bataille had developed elsewhere as another form
of what a system cannot assimilate but must reject as excremental.¢
And further, it is not to ignore the fact that, at around the same
time, Bataille was devising still another model of social cohesion
under the rubric “Attraction and Repulsion,” according to which
what is taken to be the most forceful centripetal pull of society is
a power not of attraction but of repulsion, with the sacred core
now a function of those very things that had before been classed
as “abject™?
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It is this Durkhcimian project, linking the sacred to horrific
powers of impurity, that Julia Kristeva would take over from Bataille
in her own development of a theory of abjection some fifty vears
later.® Interestingly, it is Kristeva's use of the term, not Bataille's,
that has been influential in the recent theorization of this concept
in relation to contemporary artistic practice.

That this should be the case goes beyond the mere fact that
Bataille’s unpublished texts on abjection were relatively unknown,
whereas Kristeva's The Powers of Horror, disseminated in translation,
was widely available. Kristeva's theorization of the abject had a very
different starting point from Bataille's, onc that was not pnmarll\
social = for all its chapters based on the anthropology of Mary
Douglas s Purity and Danger® — but part philosophical and part psy-
choanalytic. For the question Kristeva had been posing since Rey-
olution in Poetic Language had been how to conceive the connection
between subject and object, whether the subject is the psyche and
the object is the soma, or the subject is a conscious being and the
object, its world. If those questions had previously been pursued
mainly within a Lacano-Freudian context, they had also been elab-
orated within a Hegelian problematic, giving the passage from the
subject to its object — understood as the work of negation — an over-
lay of diagrammatic abstraction.

Whether for reasons of schematic completeness, or, as has also
been suggested, because the avant-garde’s “revolution™ could be
posed in poetic language not just from the left (Artaud) but from
the extreme, fascist right (Céline) —a phenomenon itself seeming
to demand from Kristeva's system of semiotic expressiveness a fur-
ther explanation of how this could be so — The Powers of Horror now
turned to a model articulated around the arrested passage from sub-
ject to object, negation functioning here like a kind of bone stuck
in the throat. The abject would thus be this intermediary position —
neither subject nor object — for which the psychiatric term “border-
line” would prove to be extremely useful. And, indeed, “borderline”
came increasingly to function as a form of explanation for a condi-
tion understood as the inability of a child to separate itself from its
mother, so that, caught up within a suffocating, clinging maternal
lining, the mucous-membranous shroud of bodily odors and sub-
stances, the child’s losing battle for autonomy is performed as a
kind of mimicry of the impassibility of the body’s own frontier,
with freedom coming only delusively as the convulsive, retching
evacuation of one’s own insides, and thus an abjection of oneself.

The abject-as-intermediary is, in this account, thus a matter
of both uncrossable boundaries and undifferentiable substances,
which is to say a subject position that seems to cancel the very sub-
ject it is operating to locate, and an object relation from which
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the definability of the object (and thus its objecthood) disappears.
In this, Kristeva's conception of the abject is curiously congruent
with Sartre’s characterization of the visqueux (slimy), a condition
of matter that is neither liquid nor solid, but somewhere midway
between the two. A slow drag against the fluidity of liquid (“Slimi-
ness is the agony of water,” Sartre writes), this flaccid ooze may have
some of the qualities of a solid (“a dawning triumph of the solid over
the liquid™), but it does not have the resistance of solids; instead,
as it clings stickily to the fingers, sucking at them, compromising
them, it is “docile.”" Solids, Sartre reasons, are like tools; they can
be taken up and put down again, having served their purpose. But
the slimy, in the form of the gagging suction.of a leechlike past

that will not relcasc its grip, scems to contain its own form of

possessiveness. It is, Sartre writes, “the revenge of the In-itself™!
Coming as it does from Sartre's project to ground psychoanaly-
sis in a phenomenology of the object, the concern here to grasp
tforms of matter as ontological conditions (“Quality as a Revelation
of Being”) ultimately relates the metaphysical purport of sliminess
to the way the autonomous subject is compromised by this sub-
stance, which Sartre relentlessly characterizes as feminine — vield-
ing, clinging. sweet, passive, possessive — producing vet onc more
parallel with the analysis Kristeva would come to produce."” For
the ontological condition here, analyzed as a function of sub-
stances, has as its psychic component a threat to autonomy and
self-definition duc to the suffocating nearness of the mother.

Quality is the whole of being unveiling itself within
the limitation of the there is.

— Jean-Paul Sartre!?

The abject, understood as this undifferentiable maternal lining —a
kind of feminine sublime, albeit composed of the infinite unspeak-
ableness of bodily disgust: of blood, of excreta, of mucous mem-
branes —is ultimately cast, within the theorization of abject art,
as multiple forms of the wound. Because, whether or not the femi-
nine subject is actually at stake in a given work, it is the character
of being wounded, victimized, traumatized, marginalized, that is
seen as what is at play within this domain.

Accordingly, “abjection” is the term that Laura Mulvey uses to
describe Cindy Sherman's series made in the late 1980s, sometimes
referred to as the “bulimia™ pictures.! Tracing Sherman’s devel-
opment over the preceding decade from a form of masquerade, in
which women assume a range of stereotypical guises that they wear
as so many glittering veils, to this moment where the veil is finally
dropped, Mulvey sees Sherman's progression as a steadily growing

218

Figure 76

Cindy Sherman,
Untitled #236. 1987-91
Color photograph,

90 x 60 inches

Courtesy Metro Pictures.






CONCLUSION

refusal of the role of fetish object. The cosmetic facades that fit
over the heroines of the early work, like so many glossy carapaces
of perfection, were organized, like the fetish itself, as a monument
to lack, as a cover-up for the fact that the castrated woman’s body
is the site of the “wound.”

From the hardened outside — all image — of the film stills, to
the idea of the feminine interior as limp, moist, formless, of the
crotic reveries of the centerfold pictures (figure 75), to the parodic
fashion plates that Sherman made in the carly 1980s,-and then the
horrific fairy-tale illustrations from about the same time, Sherman
is scen by Mulvey as playing on this inside/outside topography of
the woman's being, in which nothing can be imagined behind the
cosmetic facade but a monstrous otherness, the wounded interior
that results from the blow of a phantasmatic castration. Sherman,
she says, is exploring this “iconography of misogyny.” one that
women themselves identify with not only in adopting the cosmet-
ics of the masquerade but in pathologically attempting to expunge
the, physical marks of their own femininity: “The images of decay-
ing food and vomit raise the specter of the anorexic girl,” she
writes, “who tragically acts out the fashion fetish of the female as
an eviscerated, cosmetic and artificial construction designed to
ward off the ‘otherness’ hidden in the ‘interior’ ™"

But it is in the body's final disappearance into the spread of
waste and detritus (figure 76), in the work of the late 1980s, that
“the topography of exterior/interior is exhausted,” since “these
traces represent the end of the road, the secret stuff of bodily
fluids that the cosmetic is designed to conceal.™'* With the removal
of this final veil and the direct, unblinking confrontation of the
wound — “the disgust of sexual detritus, decaying food, vomit,
slime, menstrual blood, hair™ — the fetish now fails and with it the
very possibility of meaning that the mark of the phallic signifier
puts into play: “Cindy Sherman traces the abyss or morass that over-
whelms the defetishized body, deprived of the fetish’s semiotic,
reduced to being ‘unspeakable’ and devoid of significance.”"”

Certainly it can be claimed that Sherman's work, insofar as it
had early on made a compact with the procedures (operational,
structural) of the formless, had for some time been investigating
ways of attacking “the fetish’s semiotic,” by dealing a low blow to
the processes of form. One of these, begun with the elongated for-
mat of the centerfold scries but continued into later groups organ-
ized around a plunging viewpoint, turned on the horizontalization
of the picture, an operation carried out at the level of the signifi-
ers of the image (format, point-of-view), far more than on its sig-
nifieds.” For if the woman-as-fetish is to function, it must be not
just as a perfect Gestalt, a whole body from the outlines of which
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nothing is “missing,” but as a vertical one as well — the orienta

tion that the Gestalt always assumes in the imaginary field, mir

roring as it yes the viewer's own bodily dimension. Indeed it is

this verticality, itself a signifier, that allows the "NmHh signifier

to map itself onto the image-form, functioning thereafter in tan
dem to produce cognitive unity: the Gestalt as a unified whol
guarantecing that the mobility of the signifier will come to rest
in a meaning, itself cut out as the unit of the signified. In attacking
verticality, Sherman’s work thus operates ¢ «]u.iH\ against the linked
conditions of form, of which the woman-as-fetish is one of a set
of homologous terms.

That her work with the horizontal need not contigure itsc It

through a'literalization of formlessness— pictured as chaotic scat
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ter, or detritus, or disgusting substances —is clear from the serics
she produced of “Old Master™ portraits, where the horizontal is
plaved out as the work of gravity, pulling on the prosthetic devices
attached to the bodies of the sitters, and thus disaggregating the
formal wholes that high art holds together as within so many con-
centric frames (figure 77). But here one must also note that the
pull from “high” to “low™ is not to be read as the revenge of the
values of mass culture, since it is clear from Sherman's work that
nothing operates to maintain the links between verticality, the
Gestalt, the Phallus, and the woman-as-fetish so insistently as the
forms of commerical culture, whether film, television, or adver-

tising. So “low™ is not low art as opposed to museum culture, since
PP

both aré paft of the svstem of form. Lowis, insfead, “Tower-than

low,” a principle that, as we have seen, was central to Bataille,

Yet another significr of the /formless/ with which Sherman has
worked could be summarized as wild light, or gleams: a kind of
luminous dispersal that is not unlike what Lacan describes as Gaze,
which he says “always participates in the ambiguity of the jewel™"
This scattered light, which sometimes takes the form of abrupt
highlights on bits of flesh or fabric popping out of an opaqucly
undifferentiated darkness, or at other times a usc of backlighting
that makes of the figure's hair a burning aureole around the invis-
ible remains of the face, acts to prevent the coalescence of the
Gestalt (figure 78). In so doing, it also disrupts the operation of
the model by which subject and object are put into reciprocity as
two poles of unification: the unified ego at one end and its object
at the other. Lacan had called this model “geometral” and had iden-
tified its rules of perspective with the assumptions grounding the
Cartesian subject. But the Gaze, as an irradiant surround, comes
at the subject from all sides, producing the subject now as a stain
rather than a cogito, a stain that maps itself, like one of Caillois'’s
mimetic insects, onto the world’s “picture,” spreading into it, get-
ting lost in it, becoming a function of it, like so much camouflage.
As luminous but dispersive, this Gaze thus works against the Gestalt,
against form. It is in this sense that to be “in the picture” within
this alternative model is not to feel interpellated by socicty’s mean-
ing, is not to feel, that is, whole; it is to feel dispersed, subject to
a picture organized not by form but by formlessness. The desire
awakened by the impossiblity of occupying all those multiple points
of the luminous projection of the Gaze is a desire that founds the
subject in the realization of a point of view that is withheld, one(s)
that he or she cannot occupy. And it is the very fragmentation of
that “point™ of view that prevents this invisible, unlocatable gaze
from being the site of coherence, meaning, unity, Gestalt, eidos.
Desire is thus not mapped here as the desire for form, and thus
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for sublimation (the vertical, the Gestalt, the law); desire is mod-
cled in terms of a transgression against form. It is the foree invested
in desublimation.

Thoughout the late 1980s Sherman continued to figure this
field of the unlocatable Gaze by means of gleams and wild light,
often married to the /horizontal/ significr in a combined drive
toward the desublimation of the image. Whether this is the gleam
of metal grating, or the dull glow of an imageless television set, or
the refractive surface of water sparkling upward to meet the down-
wardly focused view of the spectator, the stabbing beams of the
multiple points of light produce not the beautiful of sublimation
but the formless pulsation of desire. o e

Thus these supports for the formléss = the /hofizonital/, the
/gleams and reflections/ —had long been operating within Sher-

man's work to attack the smooth functioning of what Mulvey names
“the fetish's semiotic™; lhc}' had been pitting themselves against
meaning in the service of the “unspcakable.” And this is to say that
they had also been working against another avatar of /verticality/
and.phallic wholeness: namely, the veil, standing as a substitute for
or a marker of the place of truth —and that “truth” is, in the sys-
tem of the fetish, that the woman is castrated.

It is for this reason that the interpretive move Mulvey makes
when she speaks of the “disgust™ pictures as dropping the veil, and
to which, citing Kristeva, she gives the label “abjection,” produces
the uncanny sense of a return of the repressed. For it is a return,
in the place of the “unspeakable,” of a “truth” that is spoken again
and again, the truth that is the master signified of a system of mean-
ing for which the wound is femininc, the truth that the woman is
wounded. Mulvey herself writes that “although both sexes are sub-
ject to abjection, it is women who can explore and analyze the phe-
nomenon with greater equanimity, as it is the female body that has
come, not exclusively but predominantly, to represent the shud-
der aroused by liquidity and decay."?® Thus when this interpretive
structure of “abjection® finally has us lifting the veil to strip away
the system of the fetish, what it shows us bencath it is another veil,
another signified: the wound as woman.

The wound on which much of “abject art”™ is founded is thus
produced in advance as semantic, as it thematizes the marginalized,
the traumatized, the wounded, as an essence that is feminine by
nature and deliquescent by substance. The critique of this proce-
dure was written over two decades ago, of course, in Derrida’s
attack on the surreptitious slipping of the “cffect of signification
in general” — the signified — over what had purported to be the
purcly differential operations of the signifier in Lacan’s analysis of
the circulation of the marker-of-difference in Poe's story “The
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Purloined Letter” For there, too, the operations of unveiling work
1o produce truth in an act of finding that always finds itself, since
the truth is the fetish-veil of the castrated woman: “It is woman, a
place unveiled as that of the lack of the penis, as the truth of the
phallus, i.c., of castration. The truth of the purloined letter is the
truth itself, its meaning is meaning, its law is law, the contract of
truth with itself in the logos.™

That the reconsolidation of Sherman's images around the seman-
tics of the wound acts contrary to their most radical and productive
resources, which are themselves running in strong countercurrent
to the constellation form/meaning, is to be scen in an operational
undcrstandmg ol her work. Which is to say that * ab;eulon. in
produung a lhc'
lute contradiction to the idca of the formless.

ThaticEbl éssences and subslamcs. stands in abso-

In history as in nature, decay is the laboratory of life.,
- Karl Marx, as quoted by Bataille in an epigraph to
“The *Old Mole' and the Prefin sur™?

What would it be, however, to think “abjection™ apart from the
objects of disgust — the filth, the rot, the vermin, the corpses —
that Bataille himself enumerates, after all, in his own trecatment of
the subject? Well, as Bataillc also shows us, it would be a matter
of thinking the concept operationally, as a process of “alteration,”
in which there are no essentialized or fixed terms, but only encr-
gics within a force field, encrgies that, for example, operate on the
very words that mark the poles of that ficld in such a way as to
make them incapable of holding fast the terms of any opposition.
So that, just as the word sacer already undermines the place of the
sacred by revealing the damned within the very term for the holy,
the designation for that part of the social field that has sunk into
abjection — the word misérables — had started off as a term of pity
(“the wretched™), but then, caught up in a rage of revulsion, became
a curse (“wretches!”).2

Bataille is interested in this splitting apart of meaning from
within, since, as we know, all acts of fission produce waste — the
sun'’s very brightness, for example, piling up an unassimilable, ex-
cremental slag. And it is the inevitable waste of the meaning sys-
tem, the stuff that is no longer recyclable by the great processes
of assimilation, whether intellectual (as in science or philosophy)
or social (as in the operations of the state), that Bataille wants to
cxplore by means of his own procedure, which he names “theo-
retical heterology.” The meaning systems, he argues, arc devoted
to the rationalization of social or conceptual space, to the process
of homogenization, in order to support the orderly fabrication, con-
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sumption, and conscrvation of products. “But the intellectual pro-
cess automatically limits itself,”™ he says, “by producing of its own
accord its own waste products, thus liberating in a disordered way
the heterogencous excremental element. Heterology is restricted
to taking up again, consciously and resolutely, this terminal pro-
cess which up until now has been scen as the abortion and the
shame of human thought"*

In describing the heterogenous product as “excremental,”
Bataille leads us to imagine that heterology will concentrate —as
one of its related terms, scatology, would indicate —on what is
untouchably low. And vet Bataille will also point out that, if the
lowest parts of society have become untouchable (abject), lhrough

wretchedness, the very summit of that same “society is also s sepa-
rated out as untouchahlc. as kings and popes are proupltatcd out
of the top of the homogencous structure to form that very excep-
tion of which the rule is the product, but from which the sover-
cign himself is exempt. Sovercignty and the sacred are thus also
the unassimilable forms of heterogencity that the homogeneous
forces of lawlike equivalence and representation must create.

It is precisely in the way that these two ends of the spectrum
can be brought around to mect cach other in a circle that short-
circuits the system of rules and regulated oppositions that Bataille
sces heterology producing the scandal of thought. At certain times
he maps this in the psychosexual domain as a paradoxical notion
of castration that is just the opposite of a loss of manliness, since,
as the mark of the child’s challenge to the heights of the father's
power, it becomes the very emblem —in all its bloody lowness —
of virility. At other times he constructs this as a politics of the lum-
pen, which is to say a thought about the consequences of homo-
geneous society's having forceably excluded a mass of the population
from the processes of representation to the point where it can no
longer think itself as a class. Indeed the lumpen proletariat, which
Marx identifies in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte as “the
scum, offal, refuse of all classes,” is what falls outside the dialec-
tical opposition between the high of the bourgeoisie and low of
the proletariat:

Alongside decaved roués with dubious means of subsistence and dubi-
ous origin, alongside ruined and reckless cast-offs of the bourgeoiste,
were vagabonds, discharged soldiers, discharged jailbirds, escaped
galley-slaves, swindlers, impostors, lazzaroni, pickpockets, bambooz-
lers, gamblers, maquereaux, brothel keepers, porters, literary hacks,
organ-grinders, ragpickers, knife-grinders, tinkers, beggars —in short
the whole amorphous disintegrated mass of flotsam and jetsam the
French call la bohéme.??
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For Marx, the scandal of Louis Bonaparte, surrounded by this
trash, was the emergence of something lower than low, that repre-
sented nothing, going to the top. But Bataille saw something pow-
crful emerging from this scandal of the nonrepresentational. As
Denis Hollier has written:

The shift of Bataille’s writing in the direction of politics is itself a
heterological gesture. But it is heterological only on condition that
it follow the subversive route (the old mole's route), that is, on con-
dition that it be addressed to a proletariat defined by its total and
unopposed exclusion (its “abjection™) from the balanced system of
T!

still not constitute a general equivalent or represent

proletariat, therefore, would be expelled yet,

Fust the same,

the society that does the expelling. Itis to the Lumpenproletariat,
the nonrepresentative waste product, that Bataille's political texts
refer. The shift toward a political ground is uscless as a transgres-
sion of the rules of literary activity unless it is backed up with politi-

cal scatology.?*

When, as in his essay “Abjection,” Bataille brings the political
and the psychosexual together, it is to demonstrate the scandal of
the identification between the two heterological, untouchable ele-
ments: the very high and the lower-than-low. It is to describe, that
is, the collapse into a single couplet of anality and sadism, as the
sovereign assumes his role as sacrificial and thus projects himsclf
into the place of the victim, so that what is at the top (within the
structure of the anal-sadistic) is the lower-than-low.

I think [people] sec the manufactured object, by
virtue of its “untouched™ quality, as a perfect object.
And as it is the model for the craft object - rather than
something that predated it - all craft objects become
failures in respect to it. I'm interested in objects that
try to play up that schism — between the idealized
notion behind the object and the failure of the object
10 attain that.

— Mike Kelley??

If Mike Kelley has been embraced as the key example of “abjection”™
as a mode of artistic practice, his work has not been placed in rela-
tion to Bataille,”* except to locate Kelley as an “excremental artist,”
in tandem with Breton's sneering epithet for Bataille as an “excre-
mental philosopher.”?® When it is evoked, the scatological is simply
traced in the work's preoccupation with excrement both as bod-
ily waste and as the traces of infantile use that stain the stuffed toy
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animals which have been a major part of Kelley's “production™
since 1987 And both of these cast scatology in the familiar terms
of “abject art,” as gender (the handmade 1oy a manitestation of
woman's work) and degradation (the body's substances as filthy are
joined in what is seen as an art of failure, an aesthetic of the low.

But Kelley himselt has said, *1 have a problem with the terms
'high' and low.™ The term “low,” he explains, seems to refer to
an absolute, rather than a process; and so he prefers o invoke the
concept of repression.

That Kelley's notions of repression, and of the challenge o
repressive forees through the structural operations of the lower-
than-low, not only coincide with Bataille's but directly invoke them
is evidenced in various places in his work. For example, Kelley
included Bataille's portrait in Pay for Your Pleasure (1988), and
Bataille’s influence is obvious in Monkey Island (1982-83), partic-
ularly its poster w Inseet (figure 79, in which svmmetrically linked
monkev profiles generate the image of leering eves from the ani-
mals’ paired anuses, ina direct allusion to the role ot the monke
in the series of “Pincal l-)l-" texts, as well as "La Jesuve”

But as Hollier has insisted, Bataille's discussion of the monkev's
roscate anus, blooming in the midst of its black backside and dis-
placing interest from the face downward, is not conducted in the
service of the obscene thing, but in the interests of the “jeésuvian™
process, insome places described as the castration comples, in oth-

ers, that ot Tearus's challenge to the sun, a process of a movement
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upward as a defiance of the top that, in its very ridiculousness

becomes powerfully attractive, attractive because repe llant, hi
because lower-than-low (see “Part Object” above) And in still

other places, Bataille's discussion turns to the forces of exclusior
in the social field and takes the path of Marx’s “old mole,” which,
Bataille savs, “begins in the bowels of the earth, as in the material
ist bowels of proletarians.”

So it is not surprising that Ke lley should have made a work

called Lu

wprol (1991), which, with its slightly smaller version,

Riddle of the Sphinx (1992) (figure 80), stages the jésuvian process,
l £

aind does so precisely because the “low™ occurs here not as a sub
stance (excrement) or as a theme (abjection understood as gender
and ‘degradation),™ but as the functional factor in an operation

To secure its condition as function, the “lumps™ in these two works
are generalized as invasive conditions, erupting within the horizon

tal field of the work




Since that field itself is an afghan, sprmd ruglikc on the floor, it
seems to begin by fixing the pole of lowness within a stable oppo-
sition of high/low, and thus operating as a positional absolute. But
beneath it is the lower-than-low, which, though we can imagine
these obscure lumps to be anything we want — the stuffed animals
of the works called Arena, for instance, in which these (llrt_\. hand
crafted toys sit on crocheted blankets like so many soiled under
bellies of elite culture; or, to use the German word for turd, the
lumpf like objects that appear in some of Kelley's drawings — they
owe their capacity for subversion in Bataille's sense (which is to
say, the operation of transgression from beneath) to their very inde
terminacy. It is this indeterminacy that is both productive and a result

of their being below the surface, not part of a visible space, but
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jettisoned into the heterological position of nonlogical difference.

Thus if abjection is to be invoked in relation to Kelley, it must
be done (as with Sherman) in a far more operational way than is
current in discourse of the art world, with its insistence on themes
and substances.* And no onc makes this clearer than Kelley him-
self, as, for instance, in the work called Craft Morphology Flow Chart
(1991) (figure 81), in which sixty found, handmade stuffed animals
arc laid out on thirty-two tables in an arrangement reminiscent of
the one evoked by Foucault in the preface to The Order of Things:
some are grouped according to pattern (stripes), some according
to texture (lbops). some according to size, others according to no
perceptible simi_lg’g.i't)‘ at all, still others — becoming a category of
the “unique” — into a grouping of onc. And to reinforce the crazed
taxonomic drift of this process of organization, cach doll is photo-
graphed separately lying next to a ruler, thereby producing it as an
“individual” within a statistical set that is being established by
means of measurement in order — as in some weird riff on physical
anthropology — to produce a norm.

All the operations of statistics — from intelligence tests, to
police activities such as fingerprinting, to medical record keep-
ing, to political census taking — form the conditions of social
control that Foucault would call “discipline” and Bataille would
identify with the words “assimilation” and “homogencity.” But
Bataille and Foucault diverge in relation to the results of this pro-
cess, which Foucault links to the very constitution of the “indi-
vidual™ within societies of control. For Foucault this individual is
shaped by the forces of normalization, of which statistics is the pro-
cedural tool; whereas, for Bataille, things are slightly more com-
plicated, given the fact that assimilation cannot work without
producing its own waste, thus opening up the very category of the
“normal” from within.

How this might occur is sketched in Bataille's short essay “The
Deviations of Nature,” in which he provides a demonstration of
statistical averaging in the field of the visual.'” After a brief dis-
cussion of freaks, nature’s own “inversion” or negation of the pro-
cesses of homogeneity within species — “deviations,” as he says,
“for which nature is incontestably responsible™ — Bataille turns to
the composite photographs produced in the late nineteenth cen-
tury by Francis Galton. Here superimpositions of normal speci-
mens — twenty ordinary faces, say, or a series of heads portrayved
on Roman coins — may vicld a single, perfected shape, an averag-
ing that might end up, as Bataille points out, with the Hermes of
Praxitcles: “If one photographs a large number of similarly sized
but differently shaped pebbles, it is impossible to obtain anything
other than a sphere: in other words, a geometric figure. It is cnough
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to note that a common measure necessarily approaches the regu-
larity of geometric figures.” Lowering classicism's Platonic ideal
in this way to the “norm” and placing beauty “at the merey™ of
the common measure, Bataille makes his next, scatological move.
If the making of the average produces the “ideal,” it must also gen-
crate its own waste, and that over the very field of the formerly
homogencous. For “cach individual form cscapes this common
mcasure and is, to a certain degrec, a monster.” The inevitable pro-
duction of the monstrous, or the heterogencous, by the very same
process that is constructed to exclude the nongeneralizable, this
is the force that creates nonlogical difference out of the catego-
ries that are constructed to manage difference logically. ™

The other word to which Bataille turned to evoke this process
of “deviance” was informe, a de-classing in every sensc of the term:
in the separations between space and time (pulse); in the systems
of spatial mapping (horizontalization, the production of the lower-
than-low); in the qualifications of matter (base materialism); in the
strugtural order of systems (entropy). As this entire project has
worked to demonstrate, these processes marked out by the formless
are not assimilable to what the art world currently understands as
abjection. Furthermore, it is our position that the formless has its
own legacy to fulfill, its own destiny — which is partly that of
liberating our thinking from the semantic, the servitude to the-
matics, to which abject art scems so thoroughly indentured. The
present project is only onc chapter in that continuation.
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Notes

1. Vistons of Fxcess, p. 31. All references 1o Georges Bataille’s work refer first
to the French text, then to its English translation, when available. We have mod-
ificd the translations whenever necessary but do not indicate such in the per-
taining footnotes (this gocs for translated texts by other French writers as well,
particularly those published in Documents).

The French edition used is Bataille's Ocuvres complétes, published in 12 vol-
umes by Gallimard, Paris, between 1970 and 1988 (vols. 1 and 2: 1970: 3 and 4:
1971; 5 and 6: 1973; 7 and 8: 1976; 9: 1979; 10: 1987; 11 and 12, 1988).

1 lati

The most ¢

v used t which we shall cite throughout in

abbreviated form, are:

Georges Bataille, Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 19271939, ¢d. and trans. Allan
Stockl (Minneapolis: University of Minncsota Press, 1985).

Encyclopaedia Acephalica (London: Atlas Press, 1995) (which comprises Documents’
complete “critical dictionary™), ed. Alastair Brotchic, trans. lain White, with addi-

tional translations by Dominic Faccini, Annctte Michclson, and John Harman.

The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, cd. James
Strachey, 24 vols. (London: Hogarth Press and the Institute for Psycho-Analysis,
1953-73), is referred to in abbreviated form.

Denis Hollier's [a Prise de la Concorde (Paris: Gallimard, 1974), on which we
relied so much, is also given abbreviated references. We refer to its English trans-
lation by Betsy Wing, Against Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989).

Finally, Bataille’s journal, Documents (1929-30), was reprinted in a facsimile
edition (which retained the original pagination) (Paris: Editions Jean-Michel
Place, 1991).

PREFACE
1. See Rosalind Krauss, “Giacometti,” in William Rubin, ¢d., “Primitivism™

and 20th-Century Art (New York: Muscum of Modern Art, 1984); reprinted in The
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Onginality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1985). See also Krauss, “Corpus Deliciti” October, no. 33 (summer 1985);
reprinted in Krauss and Jane Livingston, Surrcalism and Photography (Washington,
DC: Corcoran Gallery of Art, 1986).

2. See Yve-Alain Bois, “Fontana’s Base Materialism,” Art in America (April
1989); Rosalind Krauss, The Oprical Unconscious (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993),
chap. 6; Bois, “THFRMOMETERS SHOULD LAST Forever,” in Fdward Ruscha:
Romance with 1iquids, Paintings, 1966-1969 (New York: Gagosian and Rizzoli, 1993).

INTRODUCTION

1. Georges Bataille, Manet (New York: Rizzoli, 1983), p- 163 Qeurres complétes,
vol. 9, p. 116. Maric Elb¢ had published in Documents, under the title “Manct
;and the Criticism of His Time™ an aml\ulog.\-ur iria;ni;i«t that ‘hn.ll been written
about his pictures, particularly Déjeuner sur I'herbe and Olympia (Documents 2
{1930}, na. 2, pp. 84-90).

2. Frangoise Cachin, entry for Olympia in Manet 1832-83, trans. Ernst Van
Haagen and Juliet Wilson Barcau (New York: Metropolitan Muscum of Art, 1983),
p- 176.

‘3. Emile Zola, “Une Nouvelle maniére en peinture, Edouard Manet™ (1867),
cited by Cachin, in ibid.

4. Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting™ (1960), n-prinlcd in Clement
Greenberg, Modernism with a Vengeance, 1957-1969, cd. John O'Brian (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1993), p. 86. In his critique of Greenberg's position,
Leo Steinberg refers to The Work and Life of Eugeéne Delacroix, in which Baudelaire
stigmatizes as “cxecutioner™ or “rake” — depending on whether it is a question
of the “limbs of a flayed martyr™ or of the “body of a swooning nymph™ - all
viewers who would invest in the subject matter of Delacroix’s pictures (Baudelaire
writes: “a well drawn figure fills you with a pleasure that is quite alien to the
theme. Voluptuous or terrible, this figure owes its charm solely to the arabesque
that it describes in space™). See Leo Steinberg, “Other Criteria” in Other Cni-
teria: Confrontations with Twentieth-Century Art (London and New York: Oxford
University Press, 1972), p. 64.

5. Three notable cxceptions: the long essay by Michacl Fried, “Manct’s
Sources: Aspects of His Art, 1859-1865." which takes up an entire issuc of Art-
forum (March 1969), reprinted in Michael Fried, Manet's Hodernism (Chicago: Uni
versity of Chicago Press, 1996). pp. 23-135, notes pp. 467-508: the study by Jean
Clay, “Ointments, Makcup, Pollen.” October, no. 27 (winter 1983), pp. 3-44: and
the book by T.). Clark, The Painting of Modern life: Paris 1n the Art of Maner and
His Followers (New York: Knopf, 1985), which contains a long chapter on Olympia.
Clay, who is very attentive to all the perversions and ruptures of tone in Manet's
work, clearly (and often) declares his debt to Bataille. Clark makes only one refer-
ence to Bataille, in a footnote (pp. 137-39), where he remarks that Bataille's posi-
tion has little to do with the traditional modernist interpretation and implies that
in certain ways (notably in the sense that for both of them Olympia doesn't share

in any of the established stercotypes) it is rather close to his own. As for Fried, he
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claims that Manet is the first modernist painter in a much more fundamental way
than Greenberg argues: according to him, Manet combines different sources
(Spanish, ltalian, Dutch, and French schools) and different genres (in the case of
Déjeuner sur I'herbe, landscape, still life, nude, genre scene) in a single painting in
order 10 mvent a new category synthesizing all these divisions, a category that
would be Painting itsell (see, particularly, p. 505, n. 224). Fried’s Manct is the
founder of an ontological unity: thus, he is the polar opposite of Bataille’s.

6. Bauaille, Manet, p. 48: Qeuvres complétes, vol. 9, p. 133.

7. Ibud., p. 45; Ocuvres complétes, vol. 9, p. 131.

8. Ibd.. p. 48; Qeuvres complétes, vol. 9, p. 133.

9. Ihid., P- 66: Ocuvres complétes, vol. 9, p. 145.

- 10 On these points, see Clark, The Painting of Modern [ 1fe. pp. 94 and 1111,

n ﬁi;ilk.',u;:::. pp 62-63; Ocurres romplél;-s. vol. 9, pp. 141-42. Ina very
similar way TJ. Clark analyzes the scandal that would envelop Olympia: the fig-
ure does not correctly support her role as courtesan and defies the conventions
of the nude, cven the erotic type: she is not submissive, her hand is not a fig-leat
(she is phallic). See Clark, The Painting of Modern I ife, pp. 131-46.

12. Baaille, Manet, pp. 76-78: Ocuvres complétes, vol. 9, p. 151. In the review
of a series of works on impressionism that he published in Critique in 1956 (one
vear after the Manct book), Bataille returns to this question, undoubtedly to avoid
a possible misunderstanding: “Manct would certainly have protested if one had
seen in his picture the trace of an intcllectual preoccupation. However, it is pre-
cisely in this, in a less marked indifference to subject matter fthan that of the
impressionists], or rather in an opening to these unexpected interests, generat-
ing a disruption in the conventional system, that he excels” (*L'lmpressionnisme.”
reprinted in Ocuvres complétes, vol. 12, p. 375).

Finally, the operation of “slippage™ has disfiguring powcrs: with regard to the
Portrait of Georges Moore (1882-83), Bataille writes, “Perhaps never has the human
lace been treated as a still life more convincingly than here™ (Hanet, p. 113). In
the same vein, Clay speaks of the “Gorgon™ aspect of certain portraits of Berthe
Morisot, painted as if “aftcr death™ (“Ointments, Makeup, Pollen.” p. 24).

13. Sce Clark, The Painting of Modern Life, pp. 92 and 97. And when, in an
effort to lessen the scandal, the painting was dispatched to the top of the wall by
the Salon officials, critics began to sec it as a “spider on the ceiling™ (1bid., p. 85).

14. The first entry on man appears in Documents 1 (1929), no. 4, p. 215, an
issue that contains Bataille’s important text “Human Face.” The second entry
appears in the following issuc (Documents 1 [1929], no. 5. p. 275). Accarding to
the Journal des Debats, here are the results of Dr. Maye's calculations: “The bod-
ily fat in a normally constituted man would suffice to manufacture seven cakes
of toilet-soap. Enough iron is found in the organism to make a medium-sized nail,
and sugar to sweeten a cup of coffec. The phosphorous would provide 2,200
matches. The magnesium would furnish the light needed to take a photograph.
In addition, a little potassium and sulphur but in an unusable quantity. These dif-
ferent raw materials, costed at current prices, represent an approximate sum of

25 francs." As for the quotation from Sir William (which must be read in its
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entirety to capture its tull effect), it participates in the same delirium of accoun-
tancy: “A calculation based on very modest figures shows the quantity of blood
shed cach year in the slaughterhouses of Chicago is more than sufficient to float
five transatlantic liners™ (trans. lain White in Encyclopaedia Acephalica, pp. 56-58).

15. Bataille, “Architecture,” Documents | (critical dictionary), (1929), no. 2,
p- 17 (reprinted in Ocuvres completes, vol. 1, p. 172. Trans. Dominic Faccini, Ency-
clopaedia Acephalica, pp. 35-36). Sce Hollicr, Agamnst Architecture, particularly
the first two parts, “Hegelian kditice”™ and “Architectural Metaphor,” pp. 3-56
(pp. 45-56 arc devoted to the Documents article “Architecture™).

16. Carl Einstein, “Rossignol™ 1Nighlingak~); in Documents | (critical diction-
ary), (1929), no. 2, pp. 117-18; trans. Dominic Faccini, Encyclopacdia Acephalica,
p. 80. -

17. Michel [cirés. 'C;a;:ha(: Feauala bou'dw"‘ (Spi‘(lll‘;-: Mou;h (i:a(er). Docu-
ments | (critical dictionary), (1929), no. 7, pp. 381-82: trans. Dominic Faccini,
Encyclopaedia Acephalica, p. 80.

18, Leiris's cssay continucs and ends as follows: “It is the limp and sticky
stumbling block shattering more efficiently than any stone all undertakings that
presuppose man o be something — something other than a flabby, bald animal,
sun;(-lhing other than the spittle of a raving demiurge, roaring with laughter at
having expectorated such a larva: a comical tadpole puffing itself up into meat
insufflated by a demigod™ (Documents | [1929]. no. 7, p. 382; Encyclopaedia
Acephalica, p. 80).

19. The word in fact appears in the first issue of Documents, under Bataille's
pen, in the text “Le Cheval académique™ (The Academic Horse) — a manifesto
disguised as a comparative study of the antique coins of Greece and Gaul (Docu-
ments 1 [1929), no. 1, p. 31) - and, as Georges Didi-Huberman notes, in the cap-
tion of one of the illustrations accompanying this text (see Didi-Huberman,
La Ressemblance informe ou le gai savoir visuel selon Georges Bataille (Paris: Macula,
1995, p. 199).

20. Hollicr, Against Architecture, pp. 29-30.

21. We owe the information on Fautrier's shoes to Jean Dubuffet. In a letter
10 Jean Paulhan undoubtedly written the day after the opening of the “Otages™
exhibition, he reports that his wife finds that “Fautrier’s paintings are such a per-
fect extension of him; she speaks of his bad taste (his snake-skin shoes were very
noticed yesterday; his flame-colored stationary, his purple ink, etc.)” (letter
published in Jean Fautrier, exhibition catalogue (Paris: Musée d'art moderne,
1989, p. 22).

22. Bataille, Manet, p. 95; vol. 9, p. 157.

23, Ibid.

24, The pretext Carl Andre gave is that these sculptures are not “representa-
tive” of his work in general. He was not, however, opposed to their being repro-
duced in the catalogue for his first retrospective, at the Gemeentemuscum in The
Hague in 1969, nor in the very beautiful book he published with Hollis Frampton,
Benjamin Buchloh (ed.), 12 Dialogues 1962-196 3 (Halifax: The Press of the Nova
Scotia College of Art and Design, 1981).
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25. Paul Valéry, “Du Sol ¢t de 'informe.” in Degas Danse Dessin (1936), trans-
lated as “The Ground and the Formless™ by David Paul in Degas Maner Morisor,
Bollingen Series XLV, vol. 12 of The Collected Works of Paul Valéry (New York:
Panthcon, 1960), p. 42. Hubert Damisch, with reference to Dubuflet, refers sev
eral times to this text by Valéry (sce, for example, the essays reprinted in Fenétre
jaune cadmium [Paris: Editions du Scuil, 1984], pp. 111, 118, 139), and more
recently Georges Didi-Huberman quotes it at length without commentary in la
Ressemblance informe, p. 141.

26. On this point, particularly on Cézanne and the landscapes painted at
Horta, see Rosalind Krauss, “The Motivation of the Sign.” in William Rubin and
Lynn Zelevansky, eds., Picasso and Braquc:- A Symposium (New York: Muscum ol
Mcdcm An) l992 pp- 261-86, particularly pp. 265-70. See also, in the same

'AAlam Bou. “The S«mwlog\ of Cubism.” pp. 169-708 particularly
pp- 186-87 and the related notes.

27. On this point, sce Rosalind Krauss, “No More Play™ (1984), reprinted
in Krauss, The Originality y' the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge.
MA: MIT Press, 1985), pp. 43-85.

28. Georges Bataille, “Matérialisme™ (Materialism), Documents 1 (“critical
dictionary™), (1929), no. 3, p. 170; Qeuvres complétes, vol. 1, p. 179; trans. John
Harman, Encyclopaedia Acephalica, p. 58.

29. It is neverthcless remarkable that the only kind of materialism that up
to now in its development has escaped systematic abstraction, namely dialectical
materialism, had as its starting point, at least as much as ontological materialism,
absolute idealism in its Hegelian form™ (Bataille, “L.¢ bas matérialisme et la gnose™
[Base Materialism and Gnosticism], in Documents 2 [1930], no. 1, p. 2; Oeuvres
complétes, p. 220; Visions of Excess, p. 45).

30. Bataille, “Informe.” in Documents 1 (critical dictionary) (1929), no. 7.
p- 382 (reprinted in Ocuvres complétes, vol. 1, p. 217; Visions of Excess, p. 31).

31. For a much longer discussion of Duchamp, particularly on his parasitical
use of physiological optics, sec Rosalind Krauss, The Optical Unconscious (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993), chap. 3, pp. 95-146.

32. See as well the entry “Esthete” (Aesthete) from the “critical dictio-
nary,” written by Bataille, which is largely a denunciation of the cliché: “aging
is the same for a trite expression as for a system of carburation”™ (Documents 2
[1930], no. 4, p. 235: Oeuvres complétes, vol. 1, p. 236; trans. lain White, Ency-
clopaedia Acephalica, p. 43). The article on Piranesi, discussed below, appears in
the same issue.

33. Bauaille, Oeuvres complétes, vol. 1, p. 184, n.1.

34. Hans Reichenbach, “Crise de la causalité™ (Crisis of Causality), Documents
1(1929). no. 2, p. 107. Reichenbach: “According to this principle, molecular mix-
tures tend toward a state of equilibrium in intermixing according to the law of
probability.” The critical dictionary's articles “Architecture™ and “Rossignol™
appear in the same issue.

35. Bauaille, “Poussiérc™ (Dust), Documents 1 (1929), no. S, p. 278; Oeuvres
completes, vol. 1, p. 197: trans. lain White, Encyclopaedia Acephalica, p. 43.
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36. Michel Leiris, "Debicle.” Documents 1 (1929), no. 7, p. 382; trans. lain
White, Encyclopacdia Acephaliea, p. 42.

37. Henry-Charles Puech, “1 es *Prisons’ de Jean-Baptiste Piranése.” Documents
2 (1930), no. 4, p. 204. Thinking in particular of his Pianta dr ampio muyngﬁcn
collegro and of the famous plan of the Campo Marzio dell’antica Roma, Manfredo
Taturi would characterize Piranesi's work as “an architectural banquet of nausea,
an empty dictionary created by an excess of visual noise™ (Tafuri, * “The Wicked
Architect’: G.B. Piranesi, Heterotopia, and the Yoyage." in The Sphere and the
Iabyrinth [Cambridge. MA: MIT Press, 1987}, p. 35).

38. Denis Hollier, “.a Valeur d'usage de F'impossible,” preface 1o the reprint
of Documents by Editions Jean-Michel Place, pp. vii-xxxix; translated as “The Use
Value of the Impossible,” October, no. 60 (spring l99} ) pp- 3-24.

ABATTOIR

1. Georges Bataille, “Abattoir™ (Slaughterhouse), Documents 1 (critical dic-
tionary) (1929), no. 6, pp. 328-30; Ocuvres completes, vol. 1, p. 205; trans. Annctte
Michelson, Encyclopaedia Acephalica, pp. 72-73.

2. _Halaill(-, “X Marks the Spot,” Documents 2 (1930), no. 7, p. 438; Qeuvres
complétes, vol. 1, p. 256. 1 am grateful to Lauric Monahan, who is writing a dis-
sertation on Masson, for the information concerning the painter’s participation
in Lotar’s trip to La Vilette.

3. Seec Bataille. Les Larmes J'Eros (Paris: Jean-Louis Pauvert, 1961), pp. 324
and 237-39; Oeuvres complétes, vol. 10, pp. 626-27.

4. Bataille, “Oeil ~ Friandisc Cannibale™ (Fye — Cannibal Delicacy), Docu-
ments | (critical dictionary) (1929). no. 4, p. 216: Qcuvres complétes, vol. 1, p. 188;
trans. John Harman, Encyclopaedia Acephalica, p. 166. n. 3.

5. The photograph of Crépin illustrates the critical dictionary article “Mal-
heur™ (Unhappiness), written by Bataille, in Documents 1 (1929), no. 5, p. 277.
The shrunken heads are reproduced as illustrations for an article by Ralph von
Kocnigswald, “Tétes et Crines” (Heads and Skulls), in Documents 2 (1930), no. 6,
pp- 352-58. The text is a little unsavory (“A little after death, and even more rap-
idly in hot countries than in ours, the cruel process of decomposition of the corpse
begins”), but even if one must agree with Georges Didi-Huberman that certain
of the illustrations “offer a vision geared to horrify all normal readers of the Gazette
des beaux-arts,” they belong to the well-regulated genre of the ethnographic doc-
ument, which is underscored by the inclusion of a photograph bearing the cap-
tion “Head of an Obese Woman (Central Europe)” To the violence of the Other,
the West can only oppose its surplus of fat. (See Georges Didi-Huberman, La
Ressemblance informe ou le gai savoir visual selon Georges Bataille [Paris: Macula,
1995). pp. 105-11).

6. Michel Leiris, “Une Peinture d’Antoine Caron”™ (A Painting by Antoine
Caron), Documents 1 (1929), no. 6, pp. 348-55; Roger Hervé, “Sacrifices humains
du Centre-Amérique™ (Human Sacrifices from Central America), Documents 2
(1930). no. 4, pp. 205-13. In both cases there is a stressed split between the

described horror and the depicted horror: even the atrocious scene by Caron,
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because mythological, cannot equal in horror the human sacrifice to which,
according to the text Leiris is consulting, Catherine de Medici resorted in the
course of a session of black magic.

7. Documents 1 (1929). no. 2. p. 103.

8. See Bataille, “Kali,” Documents 2 (critical dictionary) (1930). no. 6, p. 368:
Qcuvres complites, vol. 1, pp. 243-44; trans. lain White, Enciclopaedia dcephalica
pp- 34-35. Didi-Huberman relates the texts to one another (la Ressemblance
p- 73): 1 would do so rather to contrast them.

9. In "Le Massacre des pores™ (The Slaughter of the Pigs), published in the
last issue of Documents (vol. 2 [1930], no. 9), Zdenko Reich deplores the disap
pearance of a rite observed in Rome until the sixteenth century. The textis illus-
trated with a phmognph that documents the vivacity of this rite in New Guine:
(hul there is no Grand Guignolesque horror here: a row of pig carcasscs cvenly
lined up on the grass in front of a group of bucolic, nude men and women).

10. The word Bataille uses in speaking of the Folies-Bergere row of legs -
étalage — obviously recalls étal, the butcher's stall. See “L'Usine a Folies aux Folies
Bergere™ (1929). in Oeuvres complétes, vol. 2, p. 120. This article was undoubtedly
written for, though not published in, Documents. On this pun and its photographic
equivalent, sec Didi-Huberman, La Ressemblance, p. 71.

11, Baaille, “L'Amérique disparue™ (Extinct America) (1929), in Qeuvre:
complétes, vol. 1, p. 153: trans. Annette Michelson, in October, no. 36 (fall 1986)
p- 3. On this theme of the division into two, see Hollicr, Against Architecture
pp- 47-50 and 77.

12. Bauaille, “La Valcur d'usage de D.A.F. de Sade™ (1930). Qeurres complétes
vol. 2, p. 61; translated as “The Use Value of D.A.F. de Sade™ in Vistons of Excess
p- 96.

13. Bataille, “Musée™ (Museum), Documents 2 (critical dictionary) (1930).
no. 4, p. 330: Ocuvres complétes, vol. |, pp. 240-41: trans. Annctte Michelson,
Encyclopaedia Acephalica, p. 64. On the symmetrical relation between these twa
texts, see Hollier, “Bloody Sundays,” preface to Against Architecture, pp. ix-xxiii.

14. Walter Benjamin, “Edward Fuchs, Collector and Historian™ (1937), in
One-Hay Street and Other Writings, trans. Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter
(London: New Left Books, 1979), p- 359. Benjamin took up this sentence again
in his last text, the famous “Theses on the Philosophy of History™ (1940).

15. For further information on the period during which Bataille put his tal-
ents to the service of the antifascist struggle (his participation in Boris Souvarin's
Ia Crinque sociale [1932-34), his important role at the center of the group Contre-
Attaque [1935-36], the publication of his new journal Acéphale [1936-39). see
the documentation collected and edited by Marina Galetti, in Georges Batatlle.
Contre-attaques: Gli anni della militanza antifascista (1932-1939) (Rome: kdizioni
Associate, 1995).

16. Bataille, “La Valeur d'usage de D.A.F. de Sade.” Qeuvres completes, vol. 2,
p. 67: Fisions of Excess. p. 101.

17. Breton’s attack on Bataille appears in the “Sccond Manifesto of Surrcal-

ism,” in André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard Scaver and Helen
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R. Lane (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1969), pp. 180-86. Among
other things, Rreton calls Bataille an “excrement-philosopher™ (p. 185).

18. Bataille, “Emmanucl Berl — Conformismes freudiens” (Fmmanucl Berl —
Freudian Conformisms), Documents 2 (1930), no. 5, pp. 310-11; Ocuvres compleéres,
vol. I, pp. 241-42.

19. Bataille, note relative to the polemic with Breton, Oeuvres complétes,
vol. 2, p. 421.

20. Bataille associates Michel Leiris (who was also analyzed by Adrien Borel)
with the “alteration” he sustained in the cure. See “Attraction and Repulsion I1:
The Social Structure” (1938), reprinted in Denis Hollier, ed., Le College de Sacto-
logie (Paris: Gallimard. 1995). p. 161; trans. Betsy Wing in Denis Hollier, ed., The
College of Sociology 1937-39 (Minneapolis: University of Minncsota Press, 1988),
p- 120. (Bataille’s original wordi'r'\g. “profondément altérés” and “altération,” has
unfortunately been translated as “profoundly affected” and “tampering”) On the
double usc of Freud, see Hollier, Against Architecture, pp. 107-109.

21. Bataille, “Dali hurle avec Sade™ (Dali Screams with Sade). first version
of “Jeu lugubre.” in Qeuvres complétes, vol. 2, p. 113.

22, Bataille, “Le Gros Orteil” (The Big Toe). Documents 1 (1929). no. 6,
p- 302; Ocurres complétes, vol. 1, p. 204; Visions qf Excess, p. 23.

23. Bataille, “L'Art primitif” (Primitive Art), Documents 2 (1930), no. 7,
p- 396; Oeurres completes, vol. 1, p. 252.

24. Ibid.. Documents, p. 397: Ocuvres complétes, vol. 1, p. 251.

25. Sigmund Freud, “The Antithetical Meaning of Primal Words™ (1910),
Standard Edition (1957), vol. 11, p. 159. Sec Hollier, Against Architecture, p. 132,
and Rosalind Krauss, “No More Play.” in Originality of the Avani-Garde and Other
Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985), p. 54.

26. The cxpression “to serve two masters” is taken from Freud's text “The
Psycho-analytic View of Psychogenic Disturbance of Vision™ (1910), Standard Edi-
tion, vol. 11, p. 216. On the repression of the double function of organs and the
formative role that Freud attributes to it, sec Hubert Damisch, The Judgment of
Paris, trans. john Goodman (Chicago and London: Chicago University Press, 1996),
chap. 2, pp. 13-38. In the same book, Damisch underscores the wilfully shock-
ing aspect of Freud's remark, in Civilization and Its Discontents, that the idea that
man’s life has a “goal” is a pure product of “human pride” (ibid., p. 4), a remark
that must have appealed to Bataille.

27. Bataille, “Le Gros Orteil” (The Big Toe), Documents 1 (1929), no. 6,
p- 297: Oeurres complétes, vol. 1, p. 200, Visions of Excess, p. 20.

28. Bataille, “La Mutation sacrificielle et I'oreille coupée de Vincent Van
Gogh™ (Sacrificial Mutilation and the Severed Ear of Vincent Van Gogh), Docu-
ments 2 (1930), no. 8, p. 19; Oeuvres complétes, vol. 1, p. 269: Visions of Excess,
p- 70.

Bast MATERIALISM
1. Georges Bataille, “La Mutilation sacrificiclle et Foreille coupée de Vincent

Van Gogh™ (Sacrificial Mutilation and the Severed Ear of Vincent Van Gogh), in
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Documents 2 (1930), no. 8, p. 19; Oeuvres romplém. vol. 1, p. 269; Visions q[l:.um,
p- 70.

2. Bataille, "L'F.spril moderne etle jeu des transpositions” ( The Modern Spirit
and the Play of Transpositions), in Documents 1 (1930). no. 8, pp. 49-50: Qeurres
complétes, vol. 1, p. 271 and 273. A little later, at the time of the College of Soci-
ology, Bataille would express his “disappointment™ in art to Alexandre Kojeve:
“A work of art answers by evading or, 1o the extent that it gives a lasting answer,
it answers no specific situation. It answers worst of all 1o the end situation, when
evading is no longer possible (when the moment qf'lruth arrives)” (trans. Betsy Wing
in Denis Hollier, ed., The College of Sociology 1937-39 [Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1988], p. 91).

3. Bataille, “La Valeur d'usage de D.AE de Sade™ (The Use Value of D.ALE
de Sade), in Ozuﬁ"(x complétes, vol. 2, pp. 61-62; Visions of Excess. p. 102

4. Ibid., Oeuvres complétes, vol. 2. p. 59: Visions of Excess, p. 94. For a list of
what heterology accounts for, see the second paragraph of the chapter “Appro-
priation and Excretion™ in ibid., and the notes published in Oeuvres complétes,
vol. 2, pp. 433-34.

5. Bataille, “Matérialism,” in Documents (“critical dictionary™), no. 3 (1929),
p- 170; Ocuvres complétes, vol. 1, p. 180; trans. John Harman, Encyclopaedia Acephal-
ica, p. 58.

6. Ibid. Surrealism is targeted dircctly: with its utopianism and the impor-
tance it gives to metaphor (all metaphor is bascd on a common measure, an iden-
tity), surrealism is the perpetual bard of the “devoir étre” Sce “La *Vicille Taupe' ct
le préfixe sur dans les mots surhomme et surréaliste”™ (The “Old Mole™ and the Pre-
fix sur in Surhomme [Superman| and Surrealist) (1931), in Qeuvres complétes, vol. 2,
p. 106; Visions of Excess, pp. 41-42. On the notion of “devoir étre,” sce Denis
Hollier, “The Use Value of the Impossible,” October, no. 60 (spring 1992), p. 23.

7. See Bataille, “Les Ecarts de la nature” (Deviations of Nature), in Documents
2 (1930). no. 2, p. 79-83; Qeurres complétes, vol. 1, pp. 228-30; Visions of Excess,
pp- 53-56. On “common measure,” sce Hollier, Against Architecture, p. 187.

8. Bataille, “Métamorphose — Animaux sauvages” (Mctamorphosis ~ Wild
Animals), in Documents (“critical dictionary™), no. 6 (1929), p. 329; Oeurres com-
plétes, vol. 1, pp. 208-209; trans. Annette Michelson, in Encyclopaedia Acephalica.
p. 60. This article appeared in the same issue as “Slaughterhouse™ On this major
theme of human animality in Bataille, see Hollier, Against Architecture, pp. 92-94,
and Francis Marmande, “Pucrta de la carne — Bestialité de Bataille.” in Georges
Bataille aprés tout, ed. Denis Hollier (Paris: Belin. 1995), pp. 283-92.

9. These last quotations are taken from Bataille, “Base Materialism and Gnos-
ticism,” in Documents 1 (1930), no. 1, pp. 2. 6. and 8: Ocurres complétes, vol. 1,
Pp- 220 and 225; Visions of Excess, pp. 45. 49, 50-51. On the Gnostics, see Denis
Hollier, “La Nuit américaine,” Poétique, no. 22 (1975), pp. 227-43, as well as the
bibliographic details in Georges Didi-Huberman, La Ressemblance informe ou le
gai savoir visuel selon Georges Bataille (Paris: Macula, 1995), pp. 215-16.

10. Bataille, “Matérialisme,” in Documents, no. 3, (1929). p. 170; Ocurres

complétes, vol. 1, pp. 179-80; Encyclopaedia Acephalica, p. 58.
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I Bataille, “Attraction and Repulsion I1: Social Structure™ (1938), in The
Cellege of Socrolagy. p. 115.

12. On all of this, see Hollicr, Against Architecture, pp. 98-114.

13. Sigmund Freud, “Character and Anal Erotism,” in Standard Fdition (1959),
vol. 9, pp. 167-75; “On Transformations of Instinct as Exemplificd in Anal Ero-
tism,” Standard Edition (1955). vol. 17, pp. 125-33. Rather than “Transformations
of Instinct,” the translation “Transpositions of Drive™ seems closer to Freud's
Trichumsetzungen.

14, As many critics have remarked, a certain cthnological naiveté dominates
Rataille’s texts at the time. A particularly striking example is provided by the con-
clusion of “The Use Value of D.A.E de Sade™ “All organizations that have ecstacy
and frenzy as their goal (the spectacular death of animals, partial tortures, orgias-
tic dasices, etc:) will have no reason to disappear when 2 hi-l(-mlt;gi(al concep-
tion of human life is substituted for the primitive conception; they can only
transform themsclves while they spread, under the violent impetus of a moral
doctrine of white origin, taught to blacks by all those whites who have become
aware of the abominable inhibitions paralyzing their race’s communities. It is only
starting from this collusion of European scientific theory with black practice that
insli;u\ions can develop which will serve as the final outlets (with no other lim-
itations than those of human strength) for the urges required today by worldwide
society’s fiery and bloody Revolution™ (Oeuvres complétes, vol. 2. p. 69; Visions of
Excess, p. 102). On the role of ethnography in Documents, see Denis Hollier, “The
Use Value of the Impossible,” passim, as well as James Clifford, “On Ethnographic
Surrcalism™ (1981), reprinted in The Predicament of Culture (Cambridge. MA:
Harvard University Press, 1988), pp. 117-51. Sec also the memoirs of Alfred
Métraux, “Rencontre avec les ethnologues,” in Critique. no. 195-96 (August-
September 1963), pp. 677-84.

15. Bataille, “L’Esprit modernc et le jeu des transpositions™ (The Modern
Spirit and the Play of Transpositions), pp. 50-51: Oeuvres complétes, vol. 1. p. 273.

16. Bauaille, “La Notion de dépense.” in Oeurtes complétes, vol. 1., pp. 305-
306; Visions of Excess, p. 119. Bataille had already related jewels to “heterogene-
ity” in “The Use Value of D.A.F. de Sade,” in Oeuvres complétes, vol. 2, p. 58; Visions
of Excess, p. 94.

17. Michel Leiris, “Alberto Giacometti,” Documents 1 (1929), no. 4, p. 209.
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sufficed to say deformation to name all of that — to engage the human form
in this process so exactly described by Bataille with regard to Aztec sacri-
lice: a process in which form opens itself, “refutes itsclf,” and reveals itselt
at the same time; where form s crushed, entering into the most complete
unlikeness to itself; where form ceagulates, as though the unlike had just
touched, masked, invaded the like: and where form, in this way undone,
ends up being incorporated to the form of the referent —to the form it dis-
figures but doesn’t revoke — monstrously (magically, the ethnologist would
say) to invade it through contact or devouring. (Didi-Huberman, La Ressem-
blance, p. 135.)

Bit the text gods on with  new (implicit) appeal to deformation: “the Bataillian
formless thus designates nothing clsc than what we have aimed at by the expres-
sion transgressive resemblances or resemblances by means of excess, this constant
contact capable of imposing the very power of unlikencss on all form™ (1hid.). The
formless is explicitly mapped onto deformation again, at thid., p. 251, n. | (with
a reference to an article by Pierre Fédida) and p. 364.

4. Michel Leiris, “Toiles récentes de Picasso™ (Recent Canvases by Picasso),
Documents 2 (1930), no. 2, pp. 57-70.

S. Documents 2 (1930). no. 3, “Hommage i Picasso,” pp. 117 and 178.

6. The surrealists had an easy time criticizing the issue: “Picasso resists all
the stupidities of an issue specially devoted to him.” René Crevel wrote in l¢
Surréalisme au service de la révolution no. 1 (1930). p. 12.

7. Bataille, “Soleil Pourri™ (Rotten Sun), Documents 2 (1930). no. 3, p. 174
Oeuvtes complétes, vol. 1, p. 232; Visions of Excess, p. 58.

8. Hollier, Against Archutecture, p. 132MT.

9. Bataille, “Le Langage des fleurs™ (The Language of Flowers), Documents
1 (1929), no. 3, p. 163; Oeuvres (omplém. vol. 1, p. 177; ¥isions qulrm. p-13.

10. Bataille, “Figure humaine™ (Human Face), Documents 1 (1929), no. 4, p.
196; Oeusres complétes, vol. 1, p. 183; trans. Annette Michelson in Encyclopaedia
Acephalica, p. 102.

1. André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and Helen
R. Lane (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1969), p. 184.

12. Breton, “Picasso in his Element” (1933), in Surrealism and Parnting, trans.
Simon Watson Taylor (New York: Icon, 1972), p. 114.

13. Jacques Lacan, “What Is a Painting.” in The Four Fundamental Concepts
c_rfo)-(ho-anaI)‘xu. trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Norton, 1978 [1973)), p. 117.

14. Bataille, “Minotaurce™ (La Critique sociale, 1933). reprinted in Oeuvres

complétes, vol. 1, p. 336.

GEsTALT
I. The term Pragnanz is uscd here in accord with its meaning within Gestalt
psychology: the clarity of a structure due to its simplicity, its ability to cohere as

shape, its character as “good form.”

269



NOTES

2. Jacques Lacan, “The Mirror Stage™ (1949), in Ecrits, trans. Alan Sheridan
(New York: Norton, 1977), p. 2.

3. See Erwin Straus, “Born to Sce, Bound to Behold: Reflections on the Func-
tion of Upright Posture in the Aesthetic Attitude” (1963), in The Philasophy of
the Body, ed. Stuart Spicker (New York: Quadrangle, 1970), pp. 334-59.

4. Sigmund Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents (1930), Standard Edition,
vol. 21, pp. 99-100.

S. Freud, Three Essays on the Theoty of Sexuality (1905), Standard Edion, vol. 7,
pp- 156-57.

HorizoNTALITY

1. For an account of Pollock’s participation in Siqueiros's studio, sce Steven
Naifer and Gregory White ‘Smith, Jackson Pollock: An American Saga (New York:
Harper/Collins, 1989), pp. 284-90.

2. Walter Benjamin, “Peinture et graphisme,” La Part de I'oeil, no. 6 (1990),
p- 13

3. Lco Steinberg, “Other Criteria,” in Other Criteria (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1972).

;. Robert Morris, “Anti-Form™ (1968), and “Some Notes on the Phenome-
nology of Making™ (1970), both reprinted in Continuous Project, Altered Daily: The
Writings of Robert Morris (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993), pp. 41-46 and 71-93.

S. Sce The Unmuzzled Ox 4 (1976), no. 2, pp. 44-45.

6. For an overview of this work, sec my essay “Dans cette affaire de point de
vue, pouvons-nous compter plus loin que ‘un'?” in Féminin/Masculin: Le Sexe de

I'art (Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou, 1995), pp. 312-21.

IsoTrROPY

1. Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Discours/Figure (Paris: Klincksieck, 1971). The
following analysis comes from the chapter “Le Travail du réve ne pense pas.”
pp- 239-70.

2. Ibid., p. 332. This is from the chapter titled “Fiscours, digure, I'utopic
du fantasme,” pp. 327-54.

3. Sigmund Freud, “A Child Is Being Beaten™ (1919), Standard Edition, vol. 17,
pp- 177-204.

4. Lyotard, Discours/ Figure, p. 339.

S. Ibid.. pp. 338-39.

6. Ibid., p. 349.

7. Ibd.. p. 350.

8. Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, trans. Alan
Sheridan (New York: Norton, 1977), p. 76.

Jeu LuGusre
1. In The Second Manifesto, Breton links this reaction to the preparation of
the special issue of Variétés — “Le Surréalisme en 19297 — which he and Aragon

had prepared in Junc. Though he does not refer to this, he had called a meeting

270



NOTES

of the movement to discuss the issue. only to encounter the resistance of those
former surrealists such as Masson, Desnos, Limbour, Boiffard, and Vitrac, who
were now grouped around Bataille and Documents.

2. André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard Scaver and Helen
Lanc (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1969), p. 185.

3. At the same time Breton forced Dali to refuse permission to La Revue du
cinéma to publish the scenario of Un Chien andalou in its November issuc, since
that magazine was being edited by Desnos, Ribemont-Dessaignes, and Soupault.

4. Baaille, "Le Langage des fleurs” (The Language of Flowers), Documents
1(1929), no. 3, p. 163; Ocuvres campléla. vol. 1, p- 176: Visions qfh“n. p- 12

S. In the course of describing the role of the heterological within his own
theoretical development, Derrida refers to Bataille's ideas about a materialism in
which matter s k;p(z outside of a structure of oppositions, and adds this foot-

note: “Here | permit myself to recall that the texts to which vou have referred

hol

(particularly 'La double séance,’ *La dissémination,” *la my gics blanche,” but
also 'La pharmacie de Platon’ and several others) are situated explicitly in relation
to Bataille, and also explicitly propose a reading of Bataille™ (Positrons [1972], trans.
Alan Bass [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981, pp. 105-106).

6. Jacques Derrida, “From Restricted to General Economy: A Hegtlimism
without Reserve™ (1967), in Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1978), p. 274.

7. Hollier, Against Architecture, pp. 105-106.

8. Sec Rosalind Krauss, “Le Cours de latin,” Cahiers du musée, no. 53 (autumn
1995), pp. 5-24.

Kitscn

I. Theodor Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, trans. C. Lenhardt (London: Routledge
& Kegan Paul, 1984), p. 340.

2. Sec Marie Elbé, “Manet et la critique de son temps™ (Manet and the Crit-
icism of His Time), Documents 2 (1930), no. 2, pp. 84-90. The saccharinc Jules
Lefebvre is reproduced on p. 90.

3. Georges Henri Riviére, “Religion et ‘Folies-Bergere".” Documents 2 (1930),
no. 4, p. 240; trans., October, no. 60 (spring 1992), pp. 49-50.

4. Robert Desnos, “Pygmalion et le Sphinx,” Documents 2 (1930). no. 1, p. 36.
In the same issue Michel Leiris published the article “Hygienc” in the “critical
ing grip of cle
temporary life: “The workers’ sole ambition is now to have a bathroom.... And,

dictionary,” in which he pi d again the di li in con-

since there are no crimes, errors or weaknesses other than against sacrosanct
hygiene ... everybody will soon be moral, thanks to Cadum soap” (“Hygiéne,”
ibid., p. 44; trans. lain White, in Encyclopaedia Acephalica, p. 53).

S. Francis Ponge, “Note sur les Otages, peintures de Fautrier™ (1945), re-
printed in [ “Atelier contemporain (Paris: Gallimard, 1977), p. 41. Georges Bataille,
“Le Langage des fleurs™ (The Language of Flowers), Documents 1 (1929), no. S,
p. 164; Oeurres complétes, vol. 1, p. 178: Visions of Excess, p. 14. The image of Sade

leaning over a latrine would cnrage Breton (see “Cadaver” above).

27



MNOTES

6. Cited by Rainer Michael Mason in his catalogue raisonné of the prints ol
Fautricr, fean Faunier: les Fstampes (Geneva: Cabinet des estampes, Musée d'art
et d'histoire, 1986), p. 155. 1 wish to thank Rachel Perry, 10 whom | owe this
citation, for having called my attention to the “Multiple Originals” The enter-
prise began with Fautrier’s collaboration in the production of textured “repli-
vas”™ of canvases by modern masters via a hybrid technique blending lithography,
photography, and stenciling (applied to Braque. Derain, Dufy, Gris, Klee, Picasso,
Signac, Vlaminck, followed by Cézanne, Manct, Monet, Renoir, and Sisley). The
“Multiple Originals” followed shortly. Fven though Fautrier speaks of paintings
“produced in an edition of 3007 (in fact, no edition went bevond thirty copies),
as Mason points out, it was a matter of “prints touched up by hand in a painterly
way and backed with canvas mounted onto a stretcher”

7. Denis Hollier, "Chutes,” in :me'on Rouan (\’illeﬁéuw d'Ascq: Musee
d'art moderne de la Communauté Urbaine de Lille, 1995), p. 61. “Look into [the
mirror], and you will sce the outlines of the thing more casily,” Filarete advised
Renaissance pairﬁn-rs. Cited by Hubert Damisch in The Origin of Perspective. trans.
John Goodman (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), p. 63, as cited by
Hollier, in 1bid.

8. On this point, see Robert Herbert, “Mcthod and Meaning in Monet.” At
n America, September 1979, pp. 901-908.

9. Greenberg had at first been very critical of Pollock’s use of metallic paint;
it was not until he had drawn what he called the “Byzantine parallel” that he
could give it a positive value. On this, see Rosalind Krauss, The Optical Unconscious
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993), p. 248. (Stella, on the other hand, Krauss
notes, was seduced by the aluminum paint precisely because of its repulsive qual-
ity.) For an interpretation not only of Pollock, but also of the whole of Ameri-
can abstract expressionism, in terms of vulgarity, sec Tim Clark, “In Defense of

Abstract Expressionism,” October, no. 69 (spring 1994), pp. 23-48.

LiQuin WoRDS
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results. The last image of the book shows the carcass of the machinc on the ground
and the shadows cast by the three executors, onc of them in the process of tak-
ing the phut&gﬁi’)ﬁf ’

If Smithson was a great admircer of Ruscha’s books (which his own photo-
graphic work demonstrates to be the case), this was so hecause his own way of
thinking was very close to that of the California artist. 4 Heap of Language, for
example, a kind of calligram whose verbal matter is a series of words relating 10
language (“language.” “phrascology,” “specch.” “tonguc,” and so on) and whose
form is a heap, was drawn by Smithson in 1966, before Ruscha had begun the
Liquid Words serics.

“MoTEur!"”

1. In his Speech and Phenomena (trans. David Allison [Evanston, IL: North-
western University Press, 1973)), Jacques Derrida analyzes Edmund Husserl's need
to reduce visual experience to a stigmé. or infinitely contracted point, which
Husserl also calls a “blink of the instant™ (im selben Augenblick). See my discussion
of this in relation to Duchamp’s “oculisme de précision.” in The Optical Unconscious
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993), chap. 3.

2. Positioning its viewer at the peephole of a door through which the spread-
eagle body of a nude can be seen, presented through the intensely realistic form
of the three-dimensional diorama, Etant donnés. .. stages visuality as a specics of
voyeurism and thus insists on the bodily dimension of this act of looking, whether
by invoking the erotic desire driving the gaze or the embarrassment of being
caught in the act of looking. In either case Duchamp's critique transforms the
space of exhibition (in this case, the museum), formerly understood as a public
domain through which “disinterested” gazes open onto a plurality of works that
they judge but do not desire, gazes which, since they represent the universality
of aesthetic taste, are assumed to be transparent to one another. It is this ideal of
visual and spatial “purity” that Etant donnés ... blocks by the opacity of the desir-
ing body.

3. Sec P. Adams Sitney, Visionary Film: The American Avant-Garde (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1974), and the special film issue of Artforum (Scptem-
ber 1971), which was edited by Annette Michelson.

4. Tony Conrad's The Flicker was also made in 1966.
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NO ... TO INFORMEL

1. For a comical sampling of this litcrature one might read the survey pub-
lished in the February, March, April, and May 1964 issucs of Preures (twenty -five
replies to the journal’s questionnairc, plus five letters to the cditor published after-
ward, onc of which was from Georges Mathieu). The point of departure for these
essays was an effusive text by Yves Bonnefoy titled “Dualité de I'art d'aujourd’hui™
(which had appeared in the annual journal Art de France, vol. 2 [1962], pp. 281-96).
Bonnefoy's essay was filled with scntences such as: “The work wants to be noth-
ing more than a means, like prayer, to revive and make a forgotten transcendence
well up in us™ (p. 282). Very few art critics protested against this new alliance
between art and the sacred: when the texts published by Preuves did refer 1o
Bonnefoy's essay, they generally treated it with respect (often, as in the casc of
Jean Cassou's contribution, thev even outstripped it in religiosity), and il they
ignored it, they did so, apparently, not in the interests of lucidity but to help
themsclves to a syrup of the same brand (Stéphane Lupasco, for example, pro-
duced the phrase “art appears as soul itself™). There are a few exceptions, such
as Clement Greenberg, who, having wandered into this business, directly trans-
posed onto the Parisian scene the critique of the academicization of abstract
expressionism which he had for several years been expatiating on in New York.

2. Jean Paulhan, I 'Art informel (Paris: Gallimard, 1962), p. 7.

3. Ibid.. p. 20.

4. Sec Jean Fautricr, “Paralleles sur I'informel™ (1958), reprinted in Jean
Fautrier, exhibition catalogue (Paris: Musée d'art moderne de la Ville de Paris,
1989), p. 14.

S. Jean Dubuffet, letter of December 21, 1952, to Michel Tapié, in Hubert
Damisch, ed., Prospectus et tous écrits suivants (Paris: Gallimard, 1967), vol. 2,
p. 308.

6. On “the mechanism of references,” sce Jean Dubuffet, “Notes pour les
fins-letirés,” in Prospectus aux amateurs de tout genre, vol. 1, p. 70. We could
compare the following passage to Bataille's text on the language of flowers: “The
rose doubtlessly has its own virtues but it has more to do with the artichoke or
any old shrub, that is, no matter what herb or lettuce, than with the celluloid
rose.... For from the rose to the grasses, but also from the grasses to the soil or
the stone, there is a continuity, something in common, which is existence, sub-
stance, belonging to the world of man, which forms a great, continuous soup that
has the same taste throughout (the taste of man)” (ibid., pp. 68-69). Dubuffet
humanizes the rose in recalling its modest origins and in opposing it in a vitalist
fashion to plastic (whose repugnant, dead quality would to the contrary be under-
scored by Alberto Burri).

7. Paul Valéry, “Du Sol ct de I'informe.” in Degas Danse Dessin (1936), trans-
lated as “The Ground and the Formless™ by David Paul in Degas Manet Morisot,
Bollingen Serics XLV, vol. 12 of the Collected Works of Paul Valéry (New York: Pan-
theon, 1960), p. 43. We should note that for Fautrier this book, “remarkably
agreeable to read because fictionalized .. . teaches us absolutely nothing™ (from

an undated letter to Jean Paulhan, published in the catalogue for the exhibition
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Jean Paulhan a travers ses peintres, Grand Palais, Réunion des Musées Nationaux,
1974, p. 84).

8. Sce Dubulffet, “Topographies, texturologies™ (1955). reprinted in Prospec-
tus et tous écnits survants, vol. 2, pp. 154-56. On “the forgotten native soil.” see
“Notes pour les fins-lettrés,” thid., vol. 1, p. 55.

9. In Dubuffet's case, we might read his warm letter of thanks to a certain Dr.
Oscar Forel for having brought out a book of photographs of tree bark. Dubuffet
was not a dupe though: as he says to another correspondent, this type of work
results from the influence of painting on photography rather than the other way
around. See Prospectus et tous écrits suivants, vol. 2, pp. 470-71.

10. See, for example, the long letter addressed to Noél Arnaud, of April 23,
1961, describing the importance of the mechanism of recognition and of the titling
procedure for the series of lithographs called Les Phénoménes (the graphic works
by Dubuffet closest to his Materiologies), in Prospectus et tous écrits survants, vol. 2,
pp- 474-75.

Il Sec Stéphane Lupasco, Science et art abstrant (Paris: Julliard, 1963). pus-
sim. For a more serious examination of this question, sce Umberto Eco, The Open
Work, trans. Anna Caucogni (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989
[1962]), esp. chap. 4, which is devoted to art informel.

12. Georges Mathicu, “Note sur le poétique ct le signifiant™ (1951), in Au-deld
du tachisme (Paris: Julliard, 1963), p. 163. The same position may be found in
Paulhan, L'Ant ngfarmel, pp- 10-11.

13. Jean-Paul Sartre, The Psychology of Imagination, trans. Bernard Frechtman
(New York: Washington Squarc Press, 1948 [1940]), p. 247. We should recall that
Dubuffet read Nausea enthusiastically and at onc point identified himself with
existentialism: “I have not yet clearly conceived what existentialism actually is. ...
Nonetheless | feel so and in any case declare myself warmly existentialist™ (letter

to Jean Paulhan, summer 1946, in Jean Paulhan a travers ses peintres, p. 98).

No...70 Joseru Beuvs

1. Gétz Adriani et al., Joseph Beuys: Life and Works (Woodbury, N.Y., 1979),
p- 72, as cited by Benjamin Buchloh, in “Beuys: The Twilight of the Idol.” Artforum,
no. 18 (January 1980), p. 39.

2. See Bataille, “La Structure psvchologique du fascisme™ (The Psychologi-
cal Structure of Fascism), La Critique sociale, no. 10 (Nov. 1933), pp. 159-65 and
no. 11, March 1934; pp. 205-11; Qeuvres complétes, vol. 1, pp. 339-71; Visions of
Excess, pp. 137-60.

3. Thierry de Duve, “Joseph Beuys, or The Last of the Proletarians,” Octo-
ber. no. 45 (summer 1988).

4. Sec the discussion in “Conclusion: The Destiny of the Informe.”

5. See the discussion on pp. 245-47 of this volume, with special reference
to the discussion in Hollier, Against Architecture, pp. 124-25.

6. Bernard Lamarche-Vadel. Joseph Beuys. Is It about a Bicycle? (Paris: Verona,
1985), pp. 91-93, as cited in Eric Michaud, “The Ends of Art according to Beuys."
October, no. 45 (summer 1988), p. 39.
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1. Kirk Vamcdoe points this out in a footnote to his catalogue text in his Cy
Twombly (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1994), p. 62, n. 121.

2. Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology. trans. Gayatri Spivak (Baltimorc: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1977), p. 62.

3. Ibd,p. 7.

4. Ihd., p. 127.

S. Ibid.,p. 132.

PART OBjECT

1. Michel Leiris’s essav on Giacometti appeared in Documents 1 (1929), no. 4,
pp- 209-14. . .

2. Maurice Nadeau, The Hustory of Surrealism, trans. Richard Howard (New
York: Penguin, 1978), p. 204.

3. Salvador Dali, “Objets surréalistes,” Le Surréalisme au service de la révolution,
no. 3 (December i9l|), p-16.

4. Roland Barthcs, “The Mctaphor of the Fye™ (1963), in Critical Fssays, trans.
Richard Howard (Fvanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1972), p. 242.

5. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus, trans. Robert Hurley, Mark
Scem, and Helen R. Lane (Minncapolis: University of Minncsota Press, 1983), p. 47.

6. Georges Bauaille, Oeuvres complétes, vol. 2, p. 32; Visions of Excess, pp. 87-
88. For a discussion of this passage, and the concept of the “jésuvien™ irruption,
see Denis Hollier, “Autour de livres que Bataille n'a pas écrits,” Ia Part de I'Oeil,
no. 10 (1994), p. 31.

7. Sce Lygia Clark, “L'Ant, c’est le corps.” Preuves. no. 13 (1973), p. 142.

8. Ibid.

9. Ibd.

10. Guy Brett, “Lygia Clark.” Third Text 1, no. | (autumn 1987), p. 84.

11, Perhaps it was to exorcize these demons that Clark imagined a whole
series of comic dialogues between one part of the body and another (“Nose to
mouth: climb up a bit onto me, my little pet: in this position, it’s a no-no”). But
quickly the animism that is at the root of the uncanny turns these little burlesque
fables into castration anxiety and toward death (“Head to neck: if you are cut,
1 will fall”). These unpublished notes date from the beginning of the 1970s. At
the time the artist was very interested in the work of Georg Groddeck (particu-
larly the essay “Du Ventre humain et de son dme,” published in La Nouvelle Revue

de ps)’rhanal)‘u. no. 3 [spring 1971]) and in the work of Melanie Klein.

Puiss

1. Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, trans. Alan
Sheridan (New York: Norton, 1977), p. 43.

2. Sec “Entropy.” above.

3. Sce “Isotropy.” above.

4. Gotthold Lessing, l.aocosn, trans. Ellen Frothingham (New York: Noon-
day Press, 1957).
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5. Benjamin Buchloh offers an important reading ol Coleman's overall
project, from the mid 1970s to the present, in which the fragmented and destabi-
lized subject of contemporary industrialized culture, acknowledged by much of
post-war art, is nonctheless treated as the grounds for an attempt at remembering.
This implics that, after the shattering of the subject articulated by the continuing
“shocks™ of the alternating explosions of image and afterimage., there is a rebuild-
ing or resuturing of the subject around cultural memory, for which the theme
of boxing is important in the Irish context. See Benjamin Buchloh, “Memory
Lessons and History Tableaux: Coleman's Archeology of Spectacle.” in Lynn
Cook, ¢d., James Coleman (New York: Dia Center for the Arts, 1995). pp.
47-69.

Quavities (Withour) .

1. Maurice Merlcau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1962 [1945]). p. 252.

2. Jacques Lacan, *De Nos Antécédents,” Ecrits (Paris: kditions du Scuil,
1966), p. 71. Lacan’s essay alludes to Kant, the ultimate “papa philosopher,” 1o
use Bataille’s expression. Sce his article “Space™ in the “critical dictionary,” i
Documents 2 (1930), no. 1, p. 41; Ocuvres complétes, vol. 1, p. 227; trans. lain White,
in Encyclopaedia Acephalica, p. 75.

3. See Roger Caillois, “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia,” trans. John
Shepley, October, no. 31 (winter 1984). For more on this text, sec “Entropy.” and
“Water Closet,” above.

4. Robert Smithson, “Incidents of Mirror Travels in the Yucatan™ (1969), in
Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings, cd. Jack Flam (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and
London: University of California Press, 1996), p. 129.

S. Ihd.

6. Caillois speaks briefly there of the morphological mimicry (not only the
visual) of certain animal species as a sort of reliel photography: “[it] could then
be, after the fashion of chromatic mimicry, an actual photography, but of the form
and the relief, a photography on the level of the object and not on that of the

4

imagc, a rep! tion in three-di

| space with solids and voids: sculpture-
photography, or better teleplasty, if one strips the word of any metapsychical con-
tent” (“Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia,” p. 23).

7. Georges Bataille, “La *Vieille taupe’ et le préfixe sur dans les mots surhomme
et surréaliste™ (The ‘Old Mole’ and the Prefix Sur in the Words Surhomme [Super-
man] and Surrealist) (a text replying to Breton's Second Surrealist Manifesto). in
Ocuvres complétes, vol. 2, p. 107; Fisions of Excess, p. 43. On this sentence and the
manner in which, despite appearances, it contradicts the principle of identity,

see Denis Hollier, Against Architecture, pp. 104fT.

RAY Guns

1. Thomas Crow, “Modernism and Mass Culture in the Visual Arts™ (1983),
in Modern Art in the Common Culture (Ncw Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1996). pp. 3-37.
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NOTES

2. Jean Dubuffet, "L'Auteur répond a quelques objections,” reprinted in
Prospectus et tous écrits survants, vol. 2. ed. Hubert Damisch (Paris: Gallimard,
1967), pp. 61-62. This text was first published in the catalogue of the exhibi-
tion “Mirobolus, Macadam & Cic, Hautes Pites,” at the Galerie René¢ Drouin in
1946, then republished many times, notably under the title *Reéhabilitation de
la boue”

3. Claes Oldenburg, as cited by Barbara Rose in Claes Oldenburg (New York:
Muscum of Modern Art, 1970), p. 46.

4. Ibid., notes dated “Provincetown, 19607 p. 191.

5. Claes Oldenburg, notes from 1961, in Store Days (New York: Something
Else Press, 1967), p. 8.

6. Ibid. )

7. Cited in Rose, Claes Oldenburg, p. 33. The list of prices can be found in
Oldenburg, Store Days, pp. 31-34. Items were rarely under $100, cven going up
10 $899.95 (mimicking the rctailer’s avoidance of round numbers).

8. Claes Oldenburg, notes dated “New York, 1961. reprinted in Coosje van
Bruggen, Claes Oldenburg: Mouse Muscum/Ray Gun Wing (Cologne: Museum Lud-
wig, 1979), p. 24.

9. Ibid., p. 67.

10. Carl Einstcin, “Exposition de Collages (Galeric Goemans),” Documents
2(1930), no. 4, p. 244.

11. On this point, as on the movement as a whole, see Benjamin Buchloh,
“From Detail to Fragment — Décollage Affichiste,” in Décollage: Les Affichistes
(New York: Zabriskie Gallery, 1990). p. 7.

SweATs oF THE HirPo

1. Georges Bataille, “Lc Cheval académique™ (The Academic Horse), Docu-
ments 1 (1929). no. 1, pp. 27-31; Oeuvres completes, vol. 1, pp. 159-63.

2. Bataille, “Chameau” (Camel), Documents 1 (critical dictionary) (1929).
no. S, p. 275; Oeuvres complétes, vol. 1, p. 194; trans. lain White, Encyclopaedia
Acephalica, p. 38.

3. Michel Tapi¢, Microbolus, Macadam & Cie: Hautes Pdtes de Jean Dubqﬂ'ﬂ
(Paris: Galerie Drouin, 1946), p. 28. | am grateful 1o Rachel Perry for having called
my attention to this text and for much of what concerns Dubuffet here.

4. Jean Dubuffet, letter to Jean Paulhan, dated January 15, 1946, published
in Jean Paulhan d travers ses peintres (exhibition catalogue) (Paris: Grand Palais,
Editions des musées nati 1974), p. 96.

5. Oldenburg, notes dated 1968, in Barbara Rose, Claes Oldenburg (New York:
Museum of Modern Art, 1970), p. 194.

6. Michel Leiris, “Joan Miro,” Documents 1 (1929), no. 5. p. 264. Georges

Didi-Huberman relates this text to a bricf review of an Arp exhibition, published
two issues later, where Leiris writes that this artist “makes his forms buckle and,
systematically, making everything almost alike, overwhelms illusory classifications
and the very scale of created things™ (Documents 1 [1929], no. 7, p. 340). Sce

Didi-Huberman, La Ressemblance informe ou le gai savorr visuel selon Georges Batarlle
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(Paris: Macula, 1995), pp. 146-47. That everything becomes like evervthing
else 15 entropy itself: the works by Arp soon attain this (they are “almost™ there,
Leiris says), for a bricl moment, with his crumpled and torn papers (see “Water
Closet,” above).

7. One could relate Matta-Clark's interest in mold to Oldenburg's self-
portraits in Jell-O from 1966, which were soon covered in mold and thrown in
the garbage. And we should also refer to the sculptures made of stale porridge
(“emitting a faint but sickly smell and... the color of cheese™) and of other per-
ishable materials with which Schwitters peopled the temporary Merzbau he
installed in the cabin of a camp in which he was imprisoned, as a German citi-
zen, on his arrival inAE-ngland in 1940 (Fred Uhiman, cited by John Flderfield, in
Kurt Schwitters [New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1985). p. 205). There were
already perishable clements in thi: Hannovét Merzbav. Morcover, all the firsthand
reports of this first Merzbau insist on the fact that it did not stop growing, like a
cancer that invaded the architectural space little by little, as Schwitters added
new clements to it daily: entropic invasion par excellence. | thank Lauri Firsten-
berg (on Oldenburg) and Tim Rohan (on Schwitters) for having drawn my atten-

tion to these rotting works.

THRESHOLE

1. Georges Bataille, “Architecture,” Documents | (critical dictionary) (1929),
no. 2, p. 117; Oeuvres complétes, vol. 1, pp. 171-72; trans. Dominic Faccini, October
60; reprinted in Encyclopaedia Acephalica, pp. 35-36.

2. Bataille, “Espace™ (Space), Documents 2 (1930), no. 1, pp. 41-42; trans.
lain White in Encyclopaedia Acephalica, p. 77. For the photograph of the collaps-
ing chimney stack, see Documents | (1929), no. 6, p. 329.

3. For a reading that insists to the contrary on the anthropomorphic charac-
ter of the two images used by Bataille, and which scems to make Bataille's “mor-
phological™ approach, here seen as a limitation, one of the strong points of his
thought, sce Georges Didi-Huberman, La Ressemblance informe ou le gai savoir
visuel selon Georges Batarlle (Paris: Macula, 1995), pp. 66-67, 81-89.

4. Bataille, L 'Expérience intérieure (1943); Oeuvres compleétes, vol. 5, quotations
from pp. 70-73; trans. Leslic Anne Boldt, Inner Experience (Stony Brook: State
University of New York Press, 1988), p. 56 (translation slightly modificd). On
this passage, sce Hollier, Against Architecture, pp. 45-46.

S. Bataille, Inner Experience, p. 46 (translation slightly modified).

6. The translation of L'Erotisme (Death and Sensuality [1969]) was in his
library, and it is more than probable that his remarks on the relations between
waste and pleasure originated there. Sce the interview “Entropy Made Visible™
(1973), in Robert Smithson, Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings, ed. Jack Flam
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 1996), p. 303.

For the presence of Bataille’s book in Smithson’s library, sce the cponvmous cat-

alogue to the exhibition “Robert Smithson: Le Paysage entropique™ (Marseille:
Musées de Marseille, Réunion des musées nationaux, 1993), p. 256.

7. Robert Smith: Le Paysage pique is the most recent work devoted to
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this question. Among the other texts, one finds the excellent development by
James Lingwood, “The Entropologisi.” pp. 29-36.

8. On this lecture, see Robert Hobbs, Robert Smithson: Sculpture (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1981), pp. 164-65. and Robert A. Sobieszck, Robert
Smithson. Photo Words (Los Angeles and Albuquerque: Los Angeles County Muscum
of Art and University of New Mexico Press, 1993), pp. 36-37.

9. This project was itsell’ a substitute for Island of Broken Glass, canceled at
the last moment by the Canadian authorities (and there again under the pressure
from the ecology movement). On this, sec Hobbs, Robert Smithson: Sculpture,
pp- 185-86.

10. Partially Buried Woodshed would become a “monument” several months
alter its realization, when the Ohio National Guard killed four sludcnls at K( nt
State during a demonstration against the invasion of € “ambidia: evert nonmonu-
mentality is cphemeral.

1. Sec Hobbs, Robert Smithson: Sculpture, p. 191 (for Partially Buried Wood-
shed), and pp. 196-97 (for Sprral Jetty).

12. Invited to take part in an exhibition organized by the institute, Matta-
Clark knocked out the windows and in their place hung photographs of build-
ings (whose windows had been broken) in the Bronx. From the outset he had a
very hostile attitude toward the exhibition (learning that Richard Meier, Charles
Gwathmey, and Michael Graves were going to participate, he said, “Those arc the
guys | studied with at Cornell.... | hate what they represent”). Furious, the insti-
tute’s director, Peter Fisenman, who had also taught at Cornell when Matta-Clark
was there, and whose recent architecture is in large measure a luxurious recycling
of the latter's “anarchitecture,” had the pancs of glass replaced in several hours and
withdrew the ph
of Andrew MacNair in the cataloguc Gordon Matta-Clark: A Retrospective (Chicago:

graphs from the exhibition. On this cpisode, sce the testimony
Museum of Contemporary Art, 1985), p. 96, and Mariannc Brouwer's essay “Lay-
ing Bare,” which traces a parallel between Matta-Clark and Bataille, in Gordon
Matta-Clark (Marscilles: Editions des Musées de Marseilles, 1993), pp. 363-65.

13. Gordon Matta-Clark, interview with Liza Bear on Splitting, in Avalanche
(December 1974); reprinted in Gordon Matta-Clark (Musées de Marseilles), p. 375.
A little further in the same interview Matta-Clark himself declares the impossi-
bility of this wish, saying, “It would be interesting to make changes in a place
that people still lived in...to take, perhaps, a very conventional notion of a liv-
ing space and alter it bevond use™ (p. 376).

14. Matta-Clark, interview with Judith Russi Kirshner in ibid., p. 389.

15. It is possible that Matta-Clark started by addressing the issue of the thresh-
old for symbolic reasons: the threshold is one of the rare places to carry a strong
semantic load even in the most banal of architecture; to make a hole in it, by the
very fact of matcrially suppressing it, is to underscore its apothropaic function
(on the threshold — and its modern substitute, the doormat — sce the “critical
dictionary” entry “Seuil” by Marcel Griaule, in Documents 2 [1930}, no. 2, p. 103;
trans. lain White in Encyclopaedia Acephalica, pp. 83-84). Whatever the reason,

Matta-Clark did not continue in this figurative vein: on the contrary, his perfora-
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tions tended toward an increasingly insistent dehierarchicization of the architec-

wral elements.

UNCANNY

1. Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill
and Wang, 1981), p. 3.

2. Ibid., p. 96.

3. Ibid.. p. 92.

4. Ihid..p. 93.

5. Ibid.,p. 1.

6. “lam the reference of every photograph,” Barthes writes, “and this is what
gencrates my astonishment in addressing myself to the fundamental question: why
Viiow?" (ibid., p. 84).

is it that | am alive herea

7. See the reference to Deleuze on Plato and the simulacrum, in “Entropy.”
above.

8. Sigmund Freud, “Medusa’s Head.” in Standard Edition, vol. 18, p. 273.

9. André Breton, Nadja, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Grove Press,
1960), p. 11.

VERY SLOwW

1. Yoko Ono was very interested in the fly’s point of view: her short Fly (1970)
is a film in close-up of the peregrinations of a fly on the nude body of 2 woman.

2. Pol Bury, “Le Temps dilaté” (1964), reprinted in Les Horribles Mouvements
de I'immobilité (Paris: Editions Carmen Martinez, 1977), p. 116.

3. See Rosemaric Pahkle, Pol Bury (Dortmund and Brussels: Museum am
Ostwall et Crédit Commercial, 1994), p. 44.

4. Pol Bury, “La Boule et lc trou” (1960). reprinted in Les Horribles Mouve-
ments, pp. 51-52.

5. “Was Newton sensible to this hesitation of the apple falling in the void|?)
... [N]Jonctheless between the point of fall and the apple there was...a moment
where both hesitated.. . this imperceptible static moment™ (Pol Bury, “La Boule
ct le trou,” p. 58).

6. Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny™ (1919), in The Standard Edition (1955),
vol. 17, p. 250.

WaTeR CLOSET

1. Sec Jacques Derrida, Glas (1974), trans. John P. Leavey Jr. and Richard
Rand (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1986), pp. 216-29.

2. Georges Bataille, Literature and Evil, trans. Alastair Hamilton (London:
Marion Boyers, 1985 [1957)). p. 193.

3. Jean-Paul Sartre, Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr, trans. Bernard Frechtman
(New York: Braziller, 1963), p. 277. In The Second Mamfata Breton had also
sneered at Bataille's job as librarian. (André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans.
Richard Scaver and Helen R. Lane [Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,
1996}, p. 186.)
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4. Bataille, *D'Un Caractere sacré des criminels”™ (1949); Oeuvres complétes,
vol. 11, pp. 468-70.

5. Derrida speaks of “an alliance, not casily explicable, with Sartre™ (Glas.
p- 217).

6. Bataille. Literature and Evil, p. 188.

7. Ibid., p. 199.

8. Bataille. “The College of Sociology™ (1939), in The College c_:f Snualog)‘.
ed. Denis Hollier, trans. Betsy Wing (Minncapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
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Mel Bochner

Opacity (shaving cream)
(detail), 1968.

Color photograph,

12% x 19 inches.
Courtesy of the artist.

Pages 300-301

Mel Bochner
Transparency (vaseline)
(detarl), 1968.

Color photograph,

12% x 19 inches.
Courtesy of the artist.

Pages 302-303

Robert Rauschenberg,

Dirt Painting (for John
Cage) (detail), 1953.

Dirt and mold in wood box.
15% x 16 x 2¥% inches.

© 1997 Robert
Rauschenberg / Licensed by
VAGA, New York.

Page 304

Cindy Sherman,
Untitled #236 (detail),
1987-91.

Color photograph,

90 x 60 inches.
Courtesy Metro Pictures.
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