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The original stimulus for this paper was provided by a phase of work within a contemporary artistic practice – the collaborative practice of Art & Language. (1) For some two years between 1983 and 1985 Michael Baldwin and Mel Rams​den – who are the artists of Art & Language – painted pictures that ended up white. Though these works were not viewed without irony, and though few of them survived the exercise of self-criticism, the intuition has persisted that the problem ​field of the project was generated by some significant conditions of art. At an early stage in this phase of work, Baldwin and Ramsden happened across a snow scene painted in the sixteenth century. Within an extended conversation, which I sub​sequently joined as the third (and nonpainting) member of the group, ‘snow’ was adopted as a kind of ironic metaphor for the expressive all-over surface of the Modernist painting – or, more precisely, the conceit of ‘snowing on the canvas’ was adopted as a laconically practical way of referring to that gradual cancellation or erasure of descriptive signifying content that has seemed to be a necessary and indeed overdetermined process in the technical resolution of Modernist painting.

My aim is to explore this metaphor or, rather, to try to think some pathway through the conditions that made it one. In doing so I am not offering a post hoc analysis of the paintings or the general practice of Art & Language. Instead I am attempting to remember the continuing conversation of the studio and to reassemble and represent those theoretical and historical problems that are the conceptual materials of the practice. The evidence of practice has led us to question the conventional antithesis according to which accentuation of surface is supposed to be a defining tendency of Modernist painting and the development of plasticity a feature of conservatism or of realism. What this questioning leads to, however, is not some philistine conviction that the property of modernity may now be reclaimed for robustly modelled forms of so-called Realism; rather it is the intuition that the stressing of the surface of painting may be more tellingly associated with some acute historical forms of realism than it is with that tendency towards a ‘pure opticality’ with which Modernism in painting has been identified. (2)
Viewed through the organs of art-critical fashion, the 1980s have seen a significant (and putatively ‘postmodernist’) alternation or intersection of painterly styles: on the one hand a return to those kinds of suggestive and theatrical themes and images that attract the predicates of profundity, spontaneity, and authenticity; on the other hand the decorative assertion of a militant superficiality. An adequate critique of the painted surface seems all the more necessary. Initially at least, such a critique will have to address itself to normal and conventional means of fixing the significance of that surface. (3)
The speculative content of a continuing conversation is not easily reproduced as a paper for publication. I have used some relatively artificial – though con​ventional – antitheses as kinds of markers. I take the apparently accidental connection between the snow painting of the 1580s and the strange problems of the 1980s as a kind of pretext – one that allows me to relate the issues of Modernism, realism, competence, and contingency across a wide historical span. (4)
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Lucas van Valckenborch’s Winter Landscape hangs in the Kunst​historisches Museum in Vienna. It was painted four hundred years ago as one of a set of the four seasons. Measured by sales of reproductions, it is one of the most popular paintings in the museum, though it is by no means the most distinguished example of the genre to which it belongs. The picture is a snow scene. In the long series of represented planes that recede from foreground to horizon, fallen snow covers fields and rooves. Across the surface of the canvas and scarcely diminishing in scale from bottom to top, touches of white paint represent falling snow. It is not a small painting, and these are not mere feathery indications, but palpable dabs from a loaded brush. To a taste fed on Modernist paint​ing – or, for the pedantic, to a prejudice fuelled by Modernist accounts of painting – it is by virtue of this surprising frankness that the painting achieves more than mere anecdotal charm. It is not the illusion of depth in the picture that holds our sophisticated attention, nor the atmospheric re-creation of a leaden sky, nor do we admit to being engaged by the over-rehearsed animation of the peasants. What gives us pleasurable pause is the strange and distinctive form of scepticism about appearances that is set in play when the allure of imaginative depth meets resistance from the vividness of decorated surface. (5)
What is meant by scepticism here is not some hostile withdrawal of sympathy on the part of the viewer. It is rather an imaginative recon​struction of the artist’s practical enterprise: an alertness to artifice; an appreciation in this case that the picture must have been painted to be snowed on. Whatever may have been the nature of the artist’s imaginative projection into the fictional space he was creating, no other destination could sensibly be envisaged for the coming fall of snow than the literal and factitious surface of the canvas. And those white dabs, when they came, would not only obscure much of his own painstaking work, they would call into question that form of mimetic relation to the world con​ventionally secured by gradual modelling, rational perspective, and con​sistent tonal organisation. It is this very calling into question – this deliberate cancellation of the fruits of a moderate competence – that renders the painting potentially appealing to a modern interest (and it is surely a matter of indifference here whether ‘modern’ translates as ‘Modernist’ or as ‘postmodernist’). There may have been no possible thought of ‘foregrounding of the device’ in the conceptual world of van Valckenborch, no conceivable distinction between writerly and readerly texts or between a naive plaisir and a sceptical jouissance. But we can still allow his art to have been touched by that critical self-consciousness about reference and technique which in recent years has been topicalised in such terms as these.

It may seem that to discuss the painting in such terms is to give it the benefit of a considerable doubt. We appear to be assuming that the manifest facticity of those touches signifying falling snow is a function in some intentional system of artifice and reflexiveness, and not the mere accidental result of incompetence on the part of a painter who would have produced a more seamless illusion had he been technically able – had he possessed the kinds of skill, for instance, displayed by Claude Monet in his painting of Snow at Argenteuil. But is this assumption actually implied? Are the relations between intention and competence quite so easily decided? And what if we said that while Monet was painting a decorous and suburban fall of snow, an effect for which the technology of impressionism was well suited, van Valckenborch was painting a blizzard, a natural event that strains the competences of painting itself? It is indeed a careless habit of our culture – entmenched in connoisseurish talk about skill and accomplishment and style – to assume a straightforward antithesis between intentional competence and involuntary incompetence. But this antithesis is far too simple to cope with actual cases. It also rests on a misleading isolation of the matter of authorial intention and competence from the question of determining conditions. (6) The history of art and the practice of criticism instruct us that the processes of judgement and interpretation are all too often vexed by the insecurity of distinctions between intentional competence, intentional incompetence, accidental competence, and accidental incompetence. It is not simply that these distinctions are fuzzy and philosophically fraught. The point is that their fields of reference change with changing conditions. Among these changes are shifts in such contingent factors as the interests of social classes. Competence is relative to such interests. The popularity of van Valcken​borch’s Winter Landscape is presumably due more to its status as a kind of ideal Christmas card than to the kinds of verdicts that might be passed by art historians on its accomplishment. According to the conventions of competence that are supposed to regulate unspecialised judgement, a sense that the snow is literally on the surface would be inconsistent with the snow being figuratively in the picture – as it more clearly seems to be in Monet’s painting. Once this inconsistency became noticeable and describable it would tend to undermine the plausibility of the illusion and thus the supposed competence of the painting.

It is only in a world emptied of external determinations and contingent interests that distinctions between the intentional and the accidental remain immutable. In such a world the test of time (applied in the attentions of that notable empiricistic gentleman the ‘adequately sensitive, adequately informed, spectator’) (7) necessarily singles out some art as competent and as authentic. The meaning thus given to authenticity conflates an existential claim about the artist with a claim that the works in question are not fakes. In the nexus that connects the university, the museum, and the auction house, the interests of causal inquiry are satisfied by an unbroken provenance and an unquestionable attribution. Unless we are content passively to accept or to await the verdict of the test of time, however, we need to explore further the relations between relative judgements of competence, notions of intention, and assumptions of authenticity.

The case of Paul Cézanne is exemplary. The status of his work seems now unquestionable, yet given the criteria of competence that regulated admission to the Salon in the 1860s through the 1880s, how could his submissions have been seen as other than incompetent? How could his Bathers have been seen as a deliberate and successful attempt to paint the picture he actually painted – a picture that bore the unmistakable and humiliating stamp of involuntary incompetence? Was it not bound to be regarded as a failed attempt at the prevailing manner? We are nowadays inclined to associate such views with an overthrown con​servatism or with the uneducated prejudices of the vulgar, but it is perhaps worth considering their lingering merit. There may after all be some justice to the idea that Cézanne, unable to be competent under the conditions of the 1860s and 1870s, persisted in his incompetence until the grounds of judgement changed; that until then, to borrow a phrase, his art would necessarily ‘fail to signify’. (8) It may also be salutary to conceive of a possible world in which the grounds of judgement never did change in Cézanne’s favour, a history of art in which he remained incompetent and unregarded. (9) The thought serves to alert us both to the dangers of historicism and to the fallibility of the commonly held belief that canonical status is non​contingent. We are entitled to ask both what kind of relation those who now apply the test of time in Cézanne’s favour bear to those who supported him through the 1870s, and what kind of relation those same adjudicators bear to the uncertified art of their own time. The history of art is con​ventionally told as a history of triumphs of the will. There is another history to be thought: a history of unredeemed incompetence, of unpainted and unpaintable pictures, a history of the wasted and the unauthenticated, the abandoned and the destroyed.

In thus elaborating on the basis of van Valckenborch’s Winter Landscape, it may seem that I’ve been making a rhetorical mountain out of a molehill of a painting. I should make it clear that the revaluation of van Valcken​borch’s work is not my concern. The Winter Landscape serves as a peg on which to hang some questions. Its status as example is not entirely artificial, however, and the conditions that made it topical in the current practice of Art & Language are deserving of some inquiry. At some level, no doubt, the coincidences between paintings testify to moments of some possible congruence between descriptions of the world. It should be clear, though, that this congruence is not to be perceived reliably in terms of simple similarities between pictures (10) According to one of the most widely subscribed theories of modernism in the arts, the problem of modern culture is not from whence adequate images of its drama and contingency are to be derived, but rather by what forms of device a critical account of modernity may be realised or embodied or enacted. The requirement was expressed by Jackson Pollock in a somewhat disingenuous note to himself: ‘Experience of our age in terms of painting – not an illustration of – (but the equivalent)’. (11) To ask what an equivalent for the experience of our age might look like is to ask a fruitless question. For Art & Language, the concept of snow as surface was not simply a resonant metaphor for paintings with bland surfaces. Rather, it was a promising device by means of which to address that technical problem posed by the apparent necessity of cancellation and erasure.

Like others in the dissenting minority of the past twenty-five years, Art & Language has been concerned to represent and to recover the critical aspect of the tradition of modern art or, rather, to recover that tradition as a tradition of critical representation. This enterprise involves the destabilisation of those genres that have become fixed within both artistic and art historical discourses; and this in turn implies the admission or introjection of the signs of contingency and anomaly into the self​-constituting and immaculate forms of modern culture. The moment of the encounter with the Winter Landscape defined a hiatus in the practice of Art & Language. A long project of work on the theme of the Artist’s Studio had come to a close. As the project ran its course Baldwin and Ramsden had exhausted a repertoire of alienating devices: paintings executed by mouth, paintings in the dark, paintings figuratively illuminated by explosions, paintings slashed and ironically repaired. Through a series of large works, representations of the accumulated physical, iconographical, and epistemological furniture of some fifteen years of Art & Language production had been progressively deformed and obscured and obliterated. The signifying detail of the initial com​position had finally disappeared under the black impasto of a surface represented both as expressive and as inauthentic. (12) The artists were left with nothing figurative to be going on with. In the conditions of their practice the idea of a surface of falling particles was conceived initially as a kind of indexical sign: as the pulverised residue of figurative content lingering in the studio like motes in the wake of an implosion. The potentially all-white surface would symbolise both the obliteration of translatable representation and the build-up of a kind of surfeit – the surfeit, as it were, of Modernism’s nuclear winter, in which nothing is signified with increasing depth. It would be both a kind of allegory of Modernism as a tendency and a Valckenborgian picture of an unpaintable event.

My object is defeated if Modernist painting becomes the sole subject of this paper, but in order to ground adequately the discussion of surface I need to explore further the critical meaning of contingency,  and the examples are most easily drawn from the art and art theory of the modern period. We should in any case acknowledge the ways in which our un​derstanding of the history of painting has been penetrated by Modernist theory, and thus encourage some scrutiny of those normal protocols according to which we tend to relate the past and the present of art. Many of these protocols can be traced back to the second and third decades of this century, when a general thesis about all works of art was elaborated in the writings of Clive Bell and Roger Fry. (13) The initial aim and purpose served was that of embedding the modern movement and propagandising it to the English-speaking bourgeoisie. The basic ideas proved highly persuasive and were unreflectively entrenched in much subsequent writing about art. According to the thesis, it is more important that works of art share a common property – call it ‘significant form’ or ‘aesthetic merit’ or whatever – than that they might be distinguishable in terms of materials, or forming techniques, or cultural origins, or func​tions. The sensitive response of the global connoisseur unites such disparate objects as ‘Sta. Sophia and the windows at Chartres, Mexican sculpture, a Persian bowl, Chinese carpets, Giotto’s frescoes at Padua, and the mas​terpieces of Poussin, Piero della Francesca, and Cézanne’. (14) A kind of autonomy and necessity is thereby accorded to their phenomenal form. That this form elicits an aesthetic response is seen as the definition of competence and the proof of authenticity in the work of art. This derivation of the property of authenticity from the psychological reactions of the connoisseur will tend to regulate any inquiry into the work’s causal con​ditions. That is to say, since the authentically sensitive response is what decides what a work of art is, an explanation of the work that is not consonant with that response will be deemed irrelevant. (15) Rather than the appropriateness of the response being called into question by the findings of causal inquiry, the tendency is for the discrepant information to be treated as information about something other than the essential response-producing aspect.

In the world of Modernist theory ‘the value judgement comes first’ (16) and relevance, to quote Clement Greenberg, is ‘relevance to the quality of the effect’. (17) This quality is identified in the response of the viewer, which, insofar as it is an authentic response, is involuntary and disinterested and thus immunised against the contingent. (18) The only causal conditions to which any explanatory status is accorded are the necessities of the discipline – which are forms of trope in what needs to be seen as a metaphorical picture. As Greenberg asserted in a now notorious passage,

Each art had to determine, through the operations peculiar to itself, the effects peculiar and exclusive to itself.... It was the stressing... of the ineluctable flatness of the support that remained most fundamental in the processes by which pictorial art criticized and defined itself under Modernism. Flatness alone was unique and exclusive to that art.... and so Modernist painting oriented itself to flatness as it did to nothing else. (19)
Both in its earlier and more recent form, the critical theory of Modernism is a theory of consumption masquerading as a theory of production. Through the apparently autonomous tendency noted in Modernist theory, the power of a determining agency is revealed only in a pattern of omissions and exclusions. In turn these omissions and exclusions become necessities for the production of authentic Modernist culture. (20) The met​aphorical picture is taken literally.

It might seem that such ideas are no longer either fashionable or effective and that we are done with the fiction of disinterested connoisseurs, involuntary judgements, and inexorable tendencies. There is evidence enough, though, that these notions are still determining, even in the practices of many who would claim to have seen through them in their articulated form. (21) Think, for instance, of the case of Auguste Renoir, whose work received considerable attention three to four years ago when a large retrospective was shown in London, Paris, and Boston. (22) Though a toadying male chauvinism might be thought to be a causal determination of some sort, the form of information about Renoir that has made him the bête noire of feminist art historians is not admitted by admirers of his work to be information relevant to the explanation or evaluation of his pictures – which remain beautiful in their eyes. (23) It is not my intention to suggest that all value is drained from Renoir’s work by evidence about his sexual politics. But how can the aesthetic mode be made independent of the moral unless the work of art is to be seen as entirely independent of the character of the artist? (24) Where the information uncovered is so clearly relevant to the conventional terms of admiration, one might at least expect that the conceptual foundation of that admiration would be allowed to have been shaken. But no, that kind of psycho​sexual aspect-blindness revealed in Renoir’s representations of women is not allowed to be a form of incompetence relevant to the assessment of his work. The constitutive account of Renoir the artist is protected against the contingencies of Renoir the man. Or, to paraphrase Walter Benjamin, the account of Renoir’s work as aesthetic is secured by a view of Renoir as author, or worse, creator. (25) Within this view there is no cognitive place for a critique of Renoir as producer – as someone, that is to say, whose position within some set of relations of production must have a determining effect on the meaning and value of his work, whatever may be the autonomous tendencies of ‘painting itself’. It is still, I think, the habit if not the avowed principle of the majority of art critics, art historians, and curators to assume that inquiry into the ‘how’ of art is properly guided and restricted by prior values placed on the ‘what’. This is not entirely surprising. If we cannot claim special powers of discrimination over some special range of objects, how are we to safeguard our business against the predations of the encroaching social anthropologist? (It is no wonder that the problem of the fake haunts the conscience of the con​noisseur: if the inauthentic becomes indistinguishable from the authentic, at what price does one maintain one’s authority over the ontology of art?)

We seem to live in a world of antitheses. These are features of the hermeneutic circle. Either the work of art is interpreted by reference to the notion of the artist as author, in which case the phrase ‘he or she did it from inner necessity’ is a governing assertion and causal inquiry is closed; or it is interpreted by reference to the notion of artist as producer, in which case ‘he or she did it for the money’ is a governing assertion, and it is hard to know just how to limit the processes by which causal mechanisms are traced back into underlying conditions and structures. (26) Either the problems of causal inquiry become dislocated from the pro​cedures of evaluation, or the problems of evaluation become dislocated from the procedures of causal inquiry. In the one case close attention to the work of art and to its effects is what produces a reading, so that competition between readings becomes a matter of proliferating translations of the pictorial text, with the danger that no sense of the work’s con​nectedness to the world can be adduced to arbitrate between them. In the other case the work is supposed to derive its meaning from its context, so that the adequacy of an interpretation tends to be measured in terms of the quantity of contextualizing detail by which it is supported, with the danger that there may be no independent means to judge the relevance of this detail to the actual form of the work of art. It is no solution to allow one set of procedures to be proper to the critic, who is supposed to be concerned with aesthetic value, and the other to the art historian, who is supposed to be concerned with social-historical meaning, since this particular division of labour is just another symptomatic condition of life in a world in which value and meaning have been wrenched apart. Whatever status we accord to aesthetic predicates, we still need to be able to think about how we think about that world.

If we want to establish a realistic approach to the surface of painting we will need to supersede the terms of this antithesis, while including what is usable in each of the two opposed tendencies: the requirement of relevance made by the Greenbergian formalist, and the commitment to causal inquiry made by the social historian. We will suppose that while we wish to free ourselves from the idealisation of the artist as creator, we also wish to resist that absolute reduction of the artist to producer that dissolves the specific form of the work of art in an overdetermined world of social and economic relations. We will agree with Greenberg that ‘the best way of seeing any kind of picture’ is to see it as a picture first, to be ‘aware of the flatness... before, instead of after, being made aware of what the flatness contains’,  (27) though we will not go so far as to accept his implicit claim that there is a consistent distinction to be made between the visual and the nonvisual or literary aspects of art. (28) While it is in terms of its surface that the formal autonomy of the work must be perceived, it is on that same surface that the signs of its contingency will also have to be sought. If hopes of transcendence are expressed in the fiction of the ‘purely visual’, (29) the signification of contingency is like a form of utterance that certifies the implication of painting in language, time, and mortality.

To circumvent the empiricistic protocols of the connoisseur, we will impose a form of historical materialism on our understanding of what a painting is. We will assume that it is not what a painting looks like that is significant, but rather what it is of; what a painting is of is decided not by what it depicts or describes or resembles but rather by what it is causally connected to or determined by. What it is of is what it is made of. (30) The extent to which Piet Mondrian’s paintings of trees are ‘of’ trees in this strong sense is a matter for open inquiry. What they certainly are of is Parisian cubism and his own antecedent painting. A Mondrian painting of around 1930 is supposedly a hard-won thing, an aesthetically autonomous configuration wrestled from the contingencies of the apparent world. An identical copy or an indistinguishable fake cannot be that thing, for it has its being at the end of quite another causal chain. To learn what a painting is of in this sense may be to unlearn assumptions about what it looks like, for it is to learn how it must look, whether or not this is the guise in which it happens to appear to us. To discover that a painting is inauthentic is literally to see it differently.

According to this schema, we replace the damaged notion of au​thenticity with a concept of critical power and interest. The critical power of a painting is a matter of what it is actually made of, and is therefore not to be arbitrated by the responses of the connoisseur or other sensitive observer. Nor is it decided in terms of authorship. In fact we will regard as inauthentic a painting that conscripts the very predicates and stereotypes of authenticity. Such a painting will not be a fake, but it will impose conditions of falsehood on consumption or exploit such conditions of falsehood and euphemism as may already be entrenched as the enabling habits of consumption. It will be a feature of such a painting that if it is not to fail, what it is actually made of must necessarily be misrepresented in the perception of what it looks like. That is to say, it must take on itself the panoply and the language of authenticity. In the Paris Salon of 1893 Paul-Joseph Jamin’s painting of The Brennus with His Share of the Spoils pretended a late contribution to the genre of history painting. It purported to present a moralising allegory of the overthrow of classical decorum by unprincipled barbarity (or of the Salon by the ‘in​competent’ Cézanne, perhaps). The real enabling condition of the painting, which is misrepresented by this moralising aspect, is the imaginative anticipation of rape. We may note that no barrier to the enjoyment of this prospect is offered by the surface of the painting. If any feel that Jamin’s painting offers too easy and too cardboard an example, I invite them to reflect on the ways in which the signifiers of authenticity are deployed in the work of a Francesco Clemente or a Julian Schnabel, and to consider how very successful this deployment has been.

In pursuit of an adequate critique we shall also need to circumvent the reductivist and relativistic strategies of the social anthropologist, and to this end we will impose a requirement of relevance to the painted surface. Traditionally the enterprise of painting has involved the structuring of some relationship between literal surface and illusion of depth. Modernist theory rightly draws attention to the importance of changes in this re​lationship, though it tends to close off inquiry into the possible causes of change with talk of inexorable tendencies and autonomised necessities. The task left to us is to open this relationship to explanation, but without losing sight of the actual work of art, which is the object of our inquiry. One way to do this is to approach the painting itself, rather than the artist, as the potential bearer of a history – as a thing that may itself have changed and that may have changed in its relationship to what it is of. In signifying this change the work will necessarily admit signs of its own contingency. The painting that draws attention to its own surface narrates the problems it’s made of, and thus inhibits unreflective and uncritical consumption. It’s time to return to the snow…
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For Art & Language, caught up in the representations and misrep​resentations of Modernism, circumscribed by the genres of modern art, and fascinated by the discourse of necessities attendant on them, the attraction of the Winter Landscape lay not so much in the conceit of its premature (post)modernism as in the fact that it was clearly reconstructable as a painting to which something had happened, and which had been significantly changed in the process. The idea that works of art have lives of their own is somewhat compromised. It tends to be associated with the rhapsodies of art appreciation, and with Picasso playing to the gallery. It’s worth remembering, though, that it was a practical concept for Pollock. The independent ‘life’ of the work of art should not be understood as some mysterious animistic property. Rather, its possibility resides in the practical feedback that may be generated in the production of such things as paintings. This feedback is independent of the will of the artist. It may also be independent of the artist’s powers of comprehension insofar as it is unreconstructable in language. It does not follow that the feedback is independent of the determinations of history and thus mystical. Indeed, it may be precisely the moment of the emerging work’s penetration by history – its moment, as it were, of conception of its historical mean​ing – that we are seeking to isolate. The suggestion is that there may be a kind of painting – a category cutting across the normal genres, across normal assumptions about authorship and about the wilfulness of creativity, and possibly even across established periodisations – for which ‘something happened to this picture’ is both a relevant and a nontrivial statement.

Of course something happens to the picture that is blasted by a lunatic or slashed by the representative of a political cause. But in such cases the change effected is understood as accidental and irrelevant to the symbol system that we identify as the work of art. It follows that restoration is the obvious course. The damage inflicted on the Rokeby Venus by a protesting suffragette is conventionally seen as incidental to the painting, which has been repaired so that the damage is concealed. As an indexical sign the disruption of the surface is interpreted in terms of the antecedent life of the vandalising agent rather than the antecedent life of the painting. Yet this interpretation may seem to come more easily than it should. Many paintings have achieved canonical status in forms significantly different from those that reflect the last touch of the originating artist’s hand. The line dividing such things from works that have been purposefully damaged is by no means a fixed one, depending as it does on some prior insulation of one world of values from the effects of another – a prising apart of the political and the aesthetic. It is true that most attempts to reconcile these values tend towards the absurd. In 1963 when paintings by Vincent Van Gogh and Paul Gaugin were high​jacked by revolutionary students in Caracas, the situationist Guy Debord wrote that this was a form of homage true to the spirit of the work, ‘an exemplary way to treat the art of the past, to bring it back into play in life and reestablish priorities’. (31) Such flamboyant notions gain a shred of credibility by virtue of the wholesale co-option of art to the meanings of the dominant. Between the studio and the museum there is a hiatus. (32) Works of art are indeed held hostage by the institutions that represent them. For those not possessed of the compulsion to direct action, however, the reclamation of these works is an intellectual pursuit. But what of those forms of culture seen from some defensible point of view as implicated in the mechanisms of oppression? We may suppose the Rokeby Venus to be insulated (by what? by its aesthetic merit? by the test of time?) against the accusation that it somehow connives at the exploitation of women, but just how offensive would a picture have to be before we saw its defacement as somehow entailed by what it was, and therefore as a relevant continuation of its history? Did the removal of popish clutter from English churches in the seventeenth century result in an aesthetic gain? Is the defacement of a swastika actually an act of effacement and an effective improvement? Is the ‘adequately sensitive, adequately in​formed, spectator’ the best qualified adjudicator of such issues as these?

Iconoclasm is surely a relative matter. In cultures such as ours, however, resistance to iconoclasm is regarded as an absolute measure of liberalism, and such problems are generally reduced to the status of philosophers’ puzzles – or to squabbles over whether or not dirty masterpieces should be cleaned. But what of change not evidently accidental to ‘the work’, for instance where the damage has been either inflicted or at least tolerated by the artist? Alien acts of damage may be ruled structurally irrelevant. But unless we posit some idealistic object of thought, to which only the successful work of art may be allowed an uninterrupted progress, how are we to read the evidence of self-critical cancellation and destruction? We tend to interpret all pentimenti as signs of progress towards an estimable end. But how clear in practice is the borderhine between revision and cancellation? No clearer, I suspect, than the division between snow in the painting and snow on the painting. The borderline tends to drift as the individual artist’s works gain in estimation and in rarity value. The quintessential catalogue raisonné is an academic instrument of authen​tification serving the best interests of a rapacious market. Alongside the fully canonical works of a Cézanne or a Pollock it will document canvases once abandoned or scored, prints from cancelled plates, drawings salvaged from the studio floor. What has happened to the concept of the immaculate and authentic work of art, the wilful and intended creation of the authentic author? By now, surely, it is not so much frayed at the edges as damaged beyond profitable repair.

In talking of pictures to which something has happened, I mean to introduce a category open enough to include both paintings we assume finished and that have survived, and paintings that may not have stood the test of time – paintings destroyed or abandoned in whole or in part. The aim is not to propose an alternative canon, but to destabilise those assumptions about competence, intention, finish, and representativeness by which the very idea of a canon tends to be sustained. The category will be filled by paintings that have been significantly changed in the process of their production, but where the change must be seen as integral to the work and to the understanding of what it is of. Such paintings will embody drama of a kind, not solely by virtue of the agitation of their surfaces, nor simply by virtue of what’s enacted in the figurative depth of their illusionistic space, but rather through some locutionary quality in the relationship between surface and depth.

A negative example may help to clarify this point. Around 1790, Joseph Wright of Derby painted a picture he called A Cottage in Needwood Forest. It was commissioned by a Yorkshire cotton manufacturer and reflects that taste for conventionally picturesque landscape that was to become widespread during the nineteenth century. Wright’s speciality, however, lay in more exotic if less civilized effects, and he was never one to waste a motif. In a subsequent painting he turned the cottage round and set it on fire. We might say that the second picture represents a form of destabilisation of the genre to which the first belongs; it makes something happen in the landscape, as it were, and this also involves a sense of something being done to the painting as a landscape painting. We don’t need to have seen the first painting to understand that the second invokes the idea of dramatic change. But the change is not embodied technically. It is merely illustrated. In the event, no picture of the world was set at risk in the Cottage on Fire nor was any competence hazarded. There is no possibility of confusion between fire in the painting and fire on the painting. The second picture remains connected to the world – it is of what it is of – in much the same way as the first. (33)
Here it is easy enough to sustain a conceptual distinction between what has happened to the painting and what is happening in it. Like the relation between snow in and snow on van Valckenborch’s Winter Landscape, the distinction between enactment and illustration turns largely on whether the surface is seen or simply seen through. In Wright’s painting the encrustations of the surface turn out to be the mere technical abbreviations of an eighteenth-century professional. Such manneristic demonstrations of the surface are not to be confused with those forms of acknowledgement of contingency that are in some sense hard won. On the contrary, they are the signs of limitation on what the work can be of. Virtually the same meaning is conveyed by saying that they are the signs of limitation on the investment of the artist’s time. For us, though, the time of Wright’s picture is the frozen moment, extended, if we so desire, backwards or forwards by our own imaginative narration of events quite irrelevant to the history of the picture. The act of perception is an act of consumption. The world of our own antecedent associations is pandered to and privileged in ways that distract us from the uninteresting contingencies of the work’s production, and thus from the relative paucity of what it is actually of. (34)
By contrast, the kind of painting I have in mind is one which presents some aspect of its own production as a bar to unreflective consumption, which renders problematic the relationship between what it represents and how it represents it, which figuratively embodies time as a necessary aspect of its own coming into existence, which is therefore not possibly perceived as a mere glimpse or scene or effect, but which imposes on the spectator a necessity for engagement with what it is of – an engagement that is disciplined by acknowledgement of the painting’s own factitious character, and that is objective to the extent that the spectator’s own preferences and predispositions are regulated by the priority of that acknowledgement

The more obvious candidates for inclusion in such a category are indeed drawn from the art of the modern period. Exploration of the distinction between the represented and the means of representing, lately claimed as a distinguishing feature of postmodernism, has been a practical and conceptual priority in the development of modern painting since the 1860s. Manet, Cézanne, Picasso, Matisse, Pollock – we are back with the Modernist canon. Are what T. J. Clark has called the ‘practices of negation’ (35) – techniques of cancellation and erasure, of figurative scare​quoting and alienation – the forms of a refusal to signify in the historical culture of late capitalism, and are we thus to see them as distinctively modern or Modernist; or are they rather discoverable as the bearers and signifiers of realism in the painting of previous centuries?

I believe that there are distinctive cases to be found in the art of earlier periods. It should come as no surprise to us to discover, however, that they tend to be found at those moments when the sense of something happening to the picture tends to invoke some other scale of change: not simply an event in the mind or practice of the artist as author, but a transformation of the producer’s world.

One of the most notorious of these is Hans Holbein’s picture of Jean de Dinteville and Georges de Selve – the so-called Ambassadors. The work is a consummate demonstration of the state of the painter’s art in the early sixteenth century – or, to quote the date the painting narrates as its own, at 10:30 in the morning of 11 April 1533. The rich vocabulary of descriptive techniques, evoking surfaces of brass and gold, wood and stone, satin and velvet, fur and flesh; the consistent skill in modelling and in the achievement of plastic effects; the migorous perspective shaping complex forms with apparently effortless consistency: these are the arts of painterly mimesis painstakingly and expensively deployed, and deployed in apparent fulfilment of the ends of celebratory portraiture. The two men, twenty-nine and twenty-four years old, respectively, as the painting informs us, are immortalised in what they may have had good reasons to regard as a successful maturity, accompanied by the symbolic tokens of property, learning, accomplishment, and discovery, as if they in their own persons were the bearers of the advanced knowledge and civilization of their time. (36)
Across the floor of the picture space, or rather slanting across the figurative space above it, Holbein has painted a detailed but indecipherable smear. For the spectator standing back to the wall in a position to the right of the painting the smear is readable as the anamorphic representation of a human skull. The device is a memento mori, a reminder of the contingency of all that the picture represents and particularly of the mortality of the two men. While we confront the painting as a picture, the skull is ontologically irreconcilable with the main illusionistic scheme. Its mimetic form is perceptible only when the painting itself cannot properly be seen. Yet once this identification is made, because the symbol is inscribed across or on the illusory surface of the painting, its signification overrides or cancels the significance of what is depicted in the painting. Like scare quotes around a sentence, it shifts the truth-value of all that the surface contains, including all that may be seen as evidence of competence and accomplishment, and does so as a function of that same literal surface on which all else is inscribed. How strange a thing to conceive; something that could only be realised if the painting were irreparably transformed – the carefully achieved illusion of its instantaneity, its ‘presentness’, damaged beyond repair by the representation of its contingency. Is it a relevant question to ask whether this damage is or is not aesthetic ruin? Perhaps the point is that the ruination of the aesthetic whole goes to the possibility of a transformed aesthetic.

Lest it be thought that I am attempting to smuggle the artist as creator in again through the back door of radical invention, I should make clear that I consider it highly unlikely that the conceit of the an​amorphic skull was the invention of Holbein alone. Though he was certainly the bearer of the technique by means of which it could be realised, and though he may well have been glad of the opportunity to advertise a specialised if not unprecedented skill, the conceit itself is likely to have been the product of some conversation between the three men. It is possible that the artist was directed by a whim of the melancholy de Dinteville alone. Holbein certainly could not have produced what he did unless he was willing to put at risk the painting as an achieved illusionistic scheme, but the chances he took with his own accomplishment would not have extended to the unilateral display of a disruptive virtuosity. Authorship and competence are complex and relative concepts in face of such a painting. Certainly, the art historical establishment of the artist as an authentic author in the modern mould should not require suppression of the artist as a sixteenth-century producer demonstrating his competence and thus deserving of his fee. It is a condition of the painting’s possibility that Holbein could have been a contributor to the ambassadors’ conver​sation, but we will make poor sense of the moment of its production if we assume that the enabling intellectual and moral competences were his alone. It can only have been with the accord of those responsible for its commission that the surface of the painting was used conceptually to evacuate that figurative depth within which their own very existence was represented. And in making this accord the three men were knowingly or unknowingly giving expression to the philosophical aspect of a historical change. (37)
Having noticed how this is done we are not provided with a simple means to identify other moments of significant transformation. The lan​guage of painting changes, as do the social determinants on those acts of representation that include both picturing and seeing. In ways that are neither automatic nor easily traceable, forms of historical change bear both on the relations of literal surface to figurative depth, and on the kinds of meaning that can be read out of these relations. It is hard to know just what we might be looking for in another case. The relevant indication is that our sensuous and imaginative activity is structured by some picture and implicated with its surface in such a way as to require some form of cognitive work. Piero della Francesca’s so-called Flagellation might be a candidate, with its perspicuous construction on one geometrically divided surface and within one integrated pictorial space of two seemingly dislocated episodes, each framed in its own time, yet each apparently testifying to the conditions of the painting’s conception. (38) Jacques​ Louis David’s Death of Marat is another, not simply because the figurative and metaphorical placing of the inscription to Marat renders the surface problematic, but rather because an uneasily critical relationship is thus established between the surface and all that the painting refers to and is historically and conceptually composed of.

One last candidate will serve to return us to snowing on the surface and to the vexed practice of the 1980s. Camille Pissarro’s Hoarfrost – The Old Road to Ennery was painted in 1873. In most respects it is a typical and highly competent impressionist landscape, and as a landscape its virtues are those that the technical vocabulary of Modernist criticism so satisfactorily describes: the broken, all-over surface, the carefully mod​ulated range of tones, the avoidance of sculptural modelling, the chromatic equivalence to an atmospheric effect, and so on. And yet from this land​scape, this surface, the form of the peasant seems awkwardly extruded. In the terms of a Greenbergian analysis, the figure palpably breaks the plane of the picture, and in so doing disrupts the decorative integrity that is the very hallmark of the canonical impressionist landscape. This is too weak a way of describing the strangeness of the effect, however, and its very weakness is a form of restriction on inquiry. The figure of the peasant fails to be either in the picture or on the ground. Its figurative presence is, as it were, an event of a different order. An account of the picture will be inadequate if it fails to give the measure of this difference. The normal conventions of art criticism and art history suggest various forms of valuation of the picture attached to various forms of supposedly explanatory reading. Either it’s a successful realist painting or it’s an unsuccessful impressionist painting. As a known sympathiser with the plight of the rural poor, Pissarro intended to draw attention to the peasant and to his isolated state. He has succeeded in doing so and the painting is therefore competent. Or, Pissarro intended to represent the peasant as integrated with the landscape and has failed to do so and the painting is therefore incompetent. And so on and so forth. We are back with the crippling confusions of competence and intention.

Let us follow the evidence of the surface and accept that what has happened to the painting is that the figure of the peasant has been both attached to and dislocated from it. It is attached to the painting insofar as it is a part of its total figurative scheme. It is dislocated from the picture insofar as the plastic form of its inscription is technically inconsistent with the rest of the painted surface. It seems that the peasant could not be represented within a technically consistent impressionist landscape without losing just that monolithic property that was both his normal pictorial identity and his conventional realist attribute. The price of pre​serving that attribute is that the figure is, as it were, refused by the technically resolved impressionist landscape. What the painting narrates is the divergence of two trajectories: on the one hand those discourses within which rural labour and the identity of the peasantry were possibly realistic topics; on the other hand the developing discourses of Modernism, with their emphasis on the autonomy of expression and of pictorial form. Pissarro no doubt wished and intended to bring these discourses together and to articulate them both within one practice. The vivid testimony of the painting is that in 1873 this could not be done. In attempting to include the peasant in the painted landscape without either anomaly or idealisation, Pissarro was painting an unpaintable picture. If Hoarfrost can be called a realistic work it is not by virtue of what it depicts, nor because the artist has realised a vision of his own. It is as a consequence of what it happens to be made of. It is despite the will of the artist that the historical impossibility of reconciliation between an actual political and an actual cultural world is worked out and narrated on the surface of his picture. Contingency of this kind serves to remind us that we can’t make the world better with art. (39)
If a painting that thus catches the moment of this impossibility is to be denigrated for its aesthetic disunity, it might be thought that we should consider revising our aesthetic priorities. According to the conventional wisdom of Modernist theory, however, our present priorities are dictated by what subsequently happened – or, if you like, by the evidence of the test of time. In the realist climate of early impressionism the concept of pictorial ‘atmosphere’ had been grounded in the naturalistic and even in the social conditions of the represented world. However, as Pissarro’s painting seems to show, this grounding became increasingly hard to achieve. During the 1880s, the project of realism was largely abandoned and the notion of atmosphere was autonomised and internalised by a conceptual shift that the term ‘crisis of impressionism’ denotes but fails to describe. Atmosphere was seen, as it were, as something spontaneously generated from the expressive surface rather than metaphorically rep​resented by it, and whatever could not be accommodated to that surface was seen as alien to painting. It was the pragmatic Monet who solved Pissarro’s problem. He simply omitted the peasant. In his work the con​tingently irreconcilable gives way to the aesthetically resolved. This shift involves a change in the kinds of places – the kinds of worlds – that are viewed as potentially picturesque. (40) By the early years of this century pictorial atmosphere had come to be represented in the dominant critical discourse as signifying emotional or psychological or even spiritual climate. By the 1950s the aesthetic integration of the canvas was being conceived in terms of a form of realisation of the artist’s self.

This is one way in which the history of the modern is told. A supposedly unbroken genetic chain connects the atmospheric all-overness of the typical postwar painting to such integrated surfaces as those of Monet. Its dynamic is the triumph of individualism and of independent expression. The same history can also be recounted, however, as a dislocation or transformation of the irresolvable pictorial demands of realism into a language of displacement, evacuation, and exhaustion. According to this second version, the art historical prising apart of realism and expression, realism and autonomy, and realism and the practical surface misrepresents and abbreviates the critical power of modern painting. To counter this misrepresentation all that is required is the kind of shift in truth-value achieved by putting scare quotes around such terms as ‘triumph’, ‘indi​vidualism’, ‘independence’, and ‘expression’. From the concept of the all-over expressive painting it is then a small step into the ironies of the surface of snow.

For the members of Art & Language, the connection of a potentially all-over surface with the sense of a redolent pictorial atmosphere invoked both the history of impressionism as an uncompleted project and the meaning of its mutation into what came to be curated as postimpressionism. Under threat of collapse into the echoing void of internal representations, Baldwin and Ramsden attempted to increase the stakes and reached for a resonant iconography. If snow was to signify the cancelling and autonomising power of the Modernist surface, then the canvas would be initially charged with some sort of imagery. Furthermore that imagery would be psychologically or culturally or politically vivid. It would represent a maximal resistance to the processes of evacuation and erasure. The intended result would effect a collision of two powerful historical and cultural represen​tations: on the one hand the cliché of Realism, a realism seen as fulfilled by the investment of the plastic image in the painting with some social or political or psychological vividness; on the other hand the cliché of Greenberg’s Modernism, a Modernism seen as established on the painting by the investment of its surface with a decorative and expressive autonomy.

The project was a kind of failure. Under the generic title Impressionism Returning Some Time in the Future, some relatively small-scale pictures were produced by snowing on Socialist Realism and by snowing on Gustave Courbet, but attempts to address the idea to some plausible higher genre in the end drove Baldwin and Ramsden to virtual distraction. The very existence of Art & Language as a practice was jeopardised by the psychological conditions and epistemological implications of the project. The point was not that it proved unbearable to cancel one set of achieved images after another. What made the project unsustainable was that there was no point at which an aesthetic closure could be applied to the pro​cess – not even so slight a limit on the tendency to obliterate as presumably stayed Pollock’s hand in 1953 before he had altogether whited over the dark and cliché-ridden depths of The Deep. (41) For Art & Language, no perceptible difference of activity nor any change of moral disposition marked the transition from cancellation of redundant signification to build-up of surface, the mutation of erasure into surfeit. Not all imaginable paintings are paintings that can be realised, but we should bear in mind that conditions other than simple lack of competence arbitrate between the imaginable and the practical. However frenetically we may nowadays join in celebrating the endless parade of perfected and completed paintings with which our culture is being decorated, it may be that the conditions of abandonment of this project have a significant bearing on the current problems of artistic practice. As this paper has aimed to show, these are not entirely new problems, though their historical nature has become increasingly hard to perceive through the marketing strategies of the postmodern. The Art & Language project suggests that we should ask of the practice of art no less than that it confront what the practice of art has confronted under different circumstances in the past: the problem of how – on what conceptual grounds – truly to distinguish between ne​cessity and excess; the problem of how to restore realism to the surface. The abandonment of the project suggests a kind of answer: only, it seems, through a shift of representational levels; through a change in the ‘truth-​value’ of the surface itself, which is enacted as an event in its own life.

One large version of Art & Language’s all-white paintings does survive as a kind of mendacious representation – which will serve now as a final reminder that the relations between intention, expression, authenticity, and realism, like the relations between surface and depth, are nothing if not complex. The long series of works that followed the abandonment of the snow project is coming to a close as I write. Its collective title is Incidents in a Museum. In each of over twenty large paintings the figurative surface is disrupted by changes of scale and by repetition. (42)  Collaged into the fictional space of one of these, a large white canvas hangs within the improbable setting of the Whitney Museum of American Art, between the palimpsests of conceptual art and a distant and fragmentary view of the Artists’ Studio Painted by Mouth (II). In the world surveyed in a spirit of irony, that which history rules out may finally be realised. The impossible painting hangs within the all-too-possible museum, its figurative surface of snow now fraudulently recuperated into the imaginary space of an official culture, where no cold wind blows, and there are no peasants.

Notes

(1) The name Art & Language was first used to designate a collaborative practice in 1968, although those four English artists who then gathered under the name had been working on common projects for more than a year previously. Art & Language Press was formed as a partnership in May 1968, and a year later the first issue of the journal Art​-Language was published with the same four artists as editors. Its original designation as ‘The Journal of conceptual art’ was dropped from the second and all subsequent issues, though the early ‘art’ of Art & Language was a form of hard-line conceptual art. By 1972 some ten individuals were regularly associated with the name Art & Language, including Mel Ramsden and the present author. Three issues of a second journal, The Fox, were published by an Art & Language group in New York in 1975 and 1976. By then the putative membership had swollen to about two dozen names, more or less equally distributed between England and the United States. With the effective internal suppression of The Fox and the disbanding of the New York group, Art & Language concentrated into a smaller membership around Banbury in England. For the last ten years the artistic practice of Art & Language has been a collaboration between Michael Baldwin (the only surviving founding member) and Mel Ramsden, joined by the present author on literary projects. In the long run, however, the practice of Art & Language has been most appropriately defined not by a ‘membership’ but rather by the element of continuity in its projects. Since 1979 the principal identifying productions of Art & Language have been paintings. There have been three major phases of work associated with three distinct themes: ‘Portraits of V. I. Lenin (and other works) in the Style of Jackson Pollock’ (1979-81); ‘The Artists’ Studio’ (1981-83); and ‘Incidents in a Museum’ (1985-88). The phase of work that prompted the present paper formed a kind of hiatus between the two latter projects. Art & Language defined the hiatus for itself as ‘the possibility that we do “mean” that which has had its meaning cancelled by us... it may indeed be that our aim (even our quotidian aesthetic in some guise) goes to what to do “in” the nothing left behind by hiatus. The motes hovering above the gap’ (Art & Language, ‘Art & Language Paints a Picture’, Art & Language [exhibition catalogue, Ikon Gallery, Birmingham, May 1983], pp. 53, 55). In due course, the ‘motes’ became ‘snow’.

(2) Most cogently by Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried. See, in particular, Greenberg, ‘Modernist Painting’, Arts Yearbook 4 (1961): 101-8; reprinted in Modern Art and Modernism: A Critical Anthology, ed. Francis Frascina and Charles Harrison (New York, 1982), pp. 5-10, and Fried, Three American Painters: Kenneth Noland, Jules Olitski, and Frank Stella (exhibition catalogue, Fogg Art Museum, Cambridge, Mass., 21 Apr.-30 May 1965).

(3) For a relevant review of the problems of reading meaning from painting, and for a substantial contribution to thought on the subject, see Richard Wollheim, Painting as an Art, The A. W. Mellon Lectures in the Fine Arts, 1984, vol. 33, Bollingen Series, no. 35 (Princeton, N.J., 1987). For a review pertinent to the subject of this paper, see Art & Language, ‘Informed Spectators: Michael Baldwin, Mel Ramsden and Charles Harrison read Richard Wollheim’s ‘Painting as an Art’, Artscribe, no. 68 (Mar./Apr. 1988): 73-78.

(4) In its original form this paper was delivered as a keynote address to the ‘Visions and Revisions’ conference of the Mid-America College Art Association in Minneapolis in October 1987. The invitation was to speak on a subject of my own choosing, with the proviso that the address should not only be of interest to Modernists. I am grateful to the organisers of the conference for providing a welcome incentive and opportunity.

(5) Wollheim (Painting as an Art, p. 21) uses the term ‘twofoldness’ for ‘this strange duality – of seeing the marked surface, and of seeing something in the surface’. In his account this experience leads to a thematizing of the image, which ‘ushers in representation’. Translated into his terminology, my suggestion would be that the Winter Landscape can be seen as catering to a Modernistic taste for the thematizing of ‘twofoldness’ itself.

(6) On the matter of intention, compare Wollheim, Painting as an Art. My thesis commits me to the view that meaning can enter a painting irrespective of – or even despite – what I understand as capable of being included under the artist’s intention. Wollheim sees the recovery of intention – and not historical situation – as the key to meaning in painting. For him, it is the artist’s recoverable intention that establishes the correctness or incorrectness of any account of a painting’s meaning. His notion of intention is a large one, however, partly because he is able to moderate the force of ‘irrespective’ and ‘despite’ by recourse to a Freudian theory of the unconscious.

(7) The phrase is Wollheim’s (Painting as an Art, p. 22), but the person conjured has served in many antecedent accounts to represent the minimum condition for the successful recovery of polite meaning from painting.

(8) Compare T. J. Clark, ‘Preliminaries to a Possible Treatment of Olympia in 1865’, Screen 21 (Spring 1980): 18-41, and, for a discussion of the relations between competence and significance, Baldwin, Harrison, and Ramsden, ‘Manet’s Olympia and Contradiction’, Block 5 (Sept. 1981): 34-43; reprinted in Mannersm: A Theory of Culture (exhibition catalogue, Vancouver Art Gallery, Mar. 1982), pp. 20-25.

(9) This was apparently the destiny imagined for Cézanne by Emile Zola, who had been the closest of friends in their youth and a firm supporter at least in practical terms during the 1870s. In Zola’s novel L’Œuvre the central figure of Claude Lantier is clearly modelled on Cézanne. He is portrayed as an unfulfilled genius whose frustrations lead to madness and suicide.

(10) Unless underpinned by stronger connections, similarity is not only a weak form of relation between one painting and another, it may be positively distracting from other forms of relation – including relations of incompatibility. On this question see Nelson Goodman, ‘Seven Strictures on Similarity’, Modernism, Criticism, Realism – A1ternative Contexts for Art, ed. Harrison and Fred Orton (London and New York, 1984), pp. 85-92.

(11) Undated note found in Pollock’s files after his death, quoted in Jackson Pollock: A Catalogue Raisonné of Paintings, Drawings, and Other Works, ed. Francis Valentine O’Connor and Eugene Victor Thaw, 4 vols. (New Haven, Conn., and London, 1978), 4:253.

(12) For an account of this phase of Art & Language work, see my ‘L’Atelier des artistes: transformation du répertoire’, Les Cahiers du musée national d’art moderne 21 (Sept. 1987): 29-46.
(13) See, in particular, two works by Clive Bell: Art (1914; Oxford, 1987), and Since Cézanne (London, 1922); see also Roger Fry, Vision and Design (1920; Oxford, 1981). For a discussion of the wide sphere of influence of their ideas, see my English Art and Modernism 1900-1939 (London and Bloomington, Ind., 1981).

(14) Bell, Art, p. 8.

(15) For two strong examples of such a view (there is a numberless host of weak ones), see Greenbcrg, ‘Problems of Criticism II: Complaints of an Art Critic’, Artforum 6 (Oct. 1967): 38-39; reprinted in Modernism, Criticism, Realism, pp. 3-8. Greenberg claims that ‘esthetic judgments are given and contained in the immediate experience of art. They coincide with it; they are not arrived at afterwards through reflection or thought’ (p. 38). See also Wollheim, Painting as an Art, according to whom what is relevant is what the ‘adequately sensitive, adequately informed, spectator’ may psychologically recover of the artist’s intention.
(16) Interview with Greenberg, in ‘Greenberg on Criticism’, TV programme 31 in ‘A315: Modern Art and Modemnism – Manet to Pollock’, a course given at The Open University, Milton Keynes, 1983, unpublished transcript.

(17) Greenberg, ‘Complaints of an Art Critic’, p. 39.

(18) ‘Because esthetic judgments are immediate, intuitive, undeliberate, and involuntary, they leave no room for the conscious application of standards, criteria, rules, or precepts’ (ibid., p. 38).

(19) Greenberg, ‘Modernist Painting’, pp. 5-6.

(20) I have tried to fill out the grounds of this assertion, with specific reference to American art of the 1960s, in ‘Expression and Exhaustion: Art and Criticism in the Sixties’, Artscribe, no. 56 (Feb-Mar. 1986): 44-49, and no. 57 (Apr.-May 1986): 32-35.

(21) Most insecure in making this claim are those who have failed or refused to ac​knowledge the professional and metaphorical character of Modernist criticism.

(22) See John House and Anne Distel, Renoir, with essays by House, Distel, and Lawrence Gowing (exhibition catalogue, Hayward Gallery, London, 1985).

(23) For a review of Renoir literature from a perspective informed by feminism, see Katheen Adler, ‘Reappraising Renoir’, Art History 8 (Sept. 1985): 374-80. Adler quotes Gowing on Renoir: ‘Verbal commentary and critical debate do not bring us closer to him, and he did not welcome them’. She also refers to ‘a speaker at a recent Renoir symposium in London [who] equated discussion of Renoir within the frameworks of feminist or Marxist discourse as akin to “playing the violin with a spanner”’ (p. 375). I am indebted to Adler and Tamar Garb for thought-provoking discussion on this and other issues.

(24) This is hardly a novel question. It beset the arch aesthete Friedrich Nietzsche, for whom ‘since Kant, all talk of art, beauty, knowledge and wisdom is sullied and made messy by the concept of disinterestedness’ (quoted in J. P. Stern, Nietzsche [London, 1978]; see Nietzsche, Gesammelte Werke, 23 vols. [Munich, 1920-29], 17:304).

(25) See Walter Benjamin, ‘The Author as Producer’, originally delivered as an address to the Institute for the Study of Fascism in Paris, 27 Apr. 1934; reprinted in Modern Art and Modernism, trans. Edmund Jephcott, pp. 213-16. See also Art & Language, ‘Author and Producer Revisited’, Art-Language 5 (Oct. 1982): 20-31; reprinted in Modernism, Criticism, Realism, pp. 251-59.
(26) On the relationship between these two (caricatures of) forms of art historical explanation, see Baldwin, Harrison, and Ramsden, ‘Art History, Art Criticism and Explanation’, Art History 4 (Dec. 1981): 432-56, and Art & Language, ‘Author and Producer Revisited’.

(27) Greenberg, ‘Modernist Painting’, p. 6.

(28) See, for instance, his assertion that ‘iconography is brilliantly practiced by people largely blind to the nonliterary aspects of art’. Note, however, his reservation that ‘the thing imaged does, somehow, impregnate the effect no matter how indifferent you may be to it’, and his challenging suggestion that ‘the problem is to show something of how this happens’ – and to do so ‘with relevance to the quality of the effect’ (Greenberg, ‘Complaints of an Art Critic’, p. 39).
(29) Thomas Crow persuasively traces this particular fiction back to the late eighteenth-​century notion of the ‘republic of taste’ as articulated in Reynolds’ Discourses, in which ‘vision ... [is] meant to see beyond particular, local contingencies and merely individual interests’. For those qualified for inclusion in the republic of taste, ‘the abstract unity of the pictorial composition was to be an inducement to and metaphor for a transcendent unity of mind’. Crow continues, ‘Painting, as much as any other art form, was made to stand for this [separate aesthetic] sphere, for its possession of distinct criteria of value, and any subsequent attempt to reassert the autonomy or “purity” of painting would not easily escape being marked by the origins of those concepts. Such was the case in the linked arguments for the autonomous values of painting offered by Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried’. See Crow, ‘The Birth and Death of the Viewer: On the Public Function of Art’, in Discussions in Contemporary Culture, ed. Hal Foster, DIA Art Foundation, no. 1 (Seattle, 1987), p. 3.

(30) This sense of what is meant by what a painting is ‘of’ is derived from the analysis of the question offered by Art & Language, ‘Portrait of V. I. Lenin’, Art-Language 4 (June 1980): 26-61; reprinted in Modernism, Criticism, Realism, pp. 145-69. This essay refers to David Kaplan’s discussion of the relations between names, their objects, and the users of those names. See Kaplan, ‘Quantifying In’, in Words and Objections: Essays on the Work of W V. Quine, ed. Donald Davidson and Jaako Hintikka (Dordrecht, 1969). Art & Language extends Kaplan’s analogy with ‘pictures which show a single person’ in pursuit of a concept of realism in representation sufficiently sophisticated to cover the actual practice of art, and not just those types of pictures that are ‘philosophers’ objects’.

(31) Guy Debord, ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics and Art’, in Situationist International Anthology, ed. Ken Knabb, trans. Nadine Bloch and Joel Cornuault (Berkclcy, 1981), p. 318.

(32) It could be conjectured that the irresolvable aspect of Art & Language’s ‘snow’ project, which occupied a hiatus between representations of the artists’ studio and rep​resentations of the museum, was realistic in the following sense: that it expressed in a form unamenable to consumption that incompatibility between private and public worlds that Modernist culture generally thematises into aesthetic capital.

(33) I don’t mean to denigrate Wright of Derby for not having anticipated those various (and generally much less interesting) artists of the twentieth century who have indeed set fire to their paintings. More to the point is the observation that Lawrence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy was published in 1760-62, that Wright of Derby was among those English artists who used episodes from Sterne’s works as subjects for paintings, and that the transfer of some version of formal paradox from literature into painting was neither wholly unprec​edented nor inconceivable in later eighteenth-century England. It should be said in Wright’s defence that maintenance of a kind of pictorial decorum was a condition of the very considerable success of his most assiduous paintings.

(34) As with many of his more successful (saleable) compositions, Wright painted several versions of the Cottage on Fire. The version referred to here is the one now in the Derby Museum and Art Gallery and is datable to the year 1793. Another version, in the Minneapolis Institute of Arts, is conjecturally dated 1787. Such a dating would make the composition probably prior to the Cottage in Needwood Forest, ascribed to the period c. 1790, and would thus tend to undercut my suggestion about the relations between the two. Given the relative uncertainty about the dating of the Minneapolis painting and the Cottage in Needwood Forest, however, I am inclined to hold on to the notion that the latter was painted first. It is certainly true, though, that the Minneapolis painting is a more careful painting than the Derby Cottage on Fire and that it is thus likely to be the earlier of the two versions. That the latter has more the quality of an alienated later repetition than of a studied preliminary is consistent with my view that the contingencies of its production are relatively uninteresting.

(35) See Clark, ‘Clement Greenberg’s Theory of Art’, Critical Inquiry 9 (Sept. 1982): 149. In face of misunderstandings to which it had given rise, Clark expanded on his use of the phrase in an extended footnote to the reprint of this article in Pollock and After: The Critical Debate, ed. Frascina (London and New York, 1985), p. 55.

(36) The ‘moment’ of the painting is set by astrological and chronometrical instruments on the table between the two men. De Dinteville’s age is inscribed on the hilt of his sword and de Selve’s on the book under his arm. The globe charts Ferdinand Magellan’s recent voyage of discovery and names de Dinteville’s domain of Polisy in France. Other items signify the quadrivium of the liberal arts and the arts of discourse that constitute the trivium. A book of arithmetic for merchants by Petrus Apianus evokes the world of the Hanseatic League. Beside it a book of German canticles is open at a chorale by Martin Luther. (De Selve was a bishop of the French Catholic church, but one interested in reformation ideas.) And so on.

(37) The Ambassadors is a much studied painting. The pioneer work was Mary Helvey, Holbein’s ‘Ambassadors’, the Picture and the Men (London, 1900). See also Michael Levey, National Gallery Catalogues: The German School (London, 1959), pp. 47-54; Jurgis Balthrusaitis, Anamorphoses ou magie artificielle des effets merveilleux (Paris, 1955); Edgar R. Samuel, ‘Death in Glass: A New View of Holbein’s “Ambassadors”’, Burlington Magazine 105 (Oct. 1963): 436-41; Michel Butor, ‘Un tableau vu en détail’, Répertoire III (Paris, 1968), pp. 33-1.

(38) For two assiduous studies of this painting, each offering a different interpretation of the enigma it presents, see Marilyn Aronberg Lavin, Piero della Francesca: The Flagellation (London and New York, 1972), and Carlo Ginzburg, The Enigma of Piero: The Baptism, The Arezzo Cycle, The Flagellation (London, 1985).

(39) My account of this painting owes a great deal to the fertile view of Pissarro presented by Clark in a television programme on the artist; see ‘A315: Modern Art and Modernism – Manet to Pollock’, TV 07, unpublished transcript. He, however, reads Hoarfrost as a painting in which ‘man and nature still [stand] in intelligible relation to one another’, the peasant still serving, as it were, as ‘the sign of why these brilliant ephemeral things’– shadow, light, hoarfrost, and early morning colour – ‘are here at all as something worth painting and capable of being painted’. Clark locates the moment at which ‘the figures... come out of the landscape’ a decade later, and explains Pissarro’s problem with his peasant subjects in terms of ‘a general change which took place in France in the 1880s, an intensifi​cation of political, economic and ideological struggle’, and in terms of ‘Pissarro’s response to it, his adopting of left-wing political views’. I would want to say – and it seems to me that the 1873 painting demonstrates the point – that neither the adoption of anarchist views by Pissarro nor an overt intensification of ideological struggle was a necessary condition of his painting’s expressing the kind of divergence of trajectories that I take it to express. Indeed, it might be said of his work of the 1880s that the very overtness of his anxiety about the representation of peasants impeded its penetration – as painting – by the meanings of an actual history. If artists turn out at some point to have achieved less than we wanted them to have achieved (and I join Clark in esteem for Pissarro), we may be better occupied in understanding the grounds of that relative failure than in establishing the worthiness of their projects. Clark is concerned to reclaim Pissarro’s work as useful – in the sense of capable of being learned from – according to a measure by which ‘Monet’s later work, say, or Matisse’s will seem deserving of benign neglect.’ He sees a distinction between the useful and the useless as one needed in art history ‘to supplement those it invents and dwells on between great and less great’. This position may bow too far to the power of a prevailing taste. Would it not be a stronger action in face of such paintings as Hoarfrost to collapse together the attribution of aesthetic merit and the claim that they can be learned from – even though what they have to offer may not be a simple lesson in political morality? Nor should we rule out the possibility that there are ways we have yet to discover in which Monet’s later work or Matisse’s can be reclaimed from their admirers and put to use.

(40) In this connection consider the significance of Frieds claim (Three American Painters, p. 1) that ‘roughly speaking, the history of painting from Manet through Synthetic Cubism and Matisse may be characterized in terms of the gradual withdrawal of painting from the task of representing reality – or of reality from the power of painting to represent it – in favor of an increasing preoccupation with problems intrinsic to painting itself’. In Fried’s original text, the parenthetical phrase supports a long and interesting footnote.

(41) The Deep appears to have been the outcome of two phases of work – or of two different notions about what kind of painting it could be. Pollock seems first to have painted a largely white and yellow surface with a deep black centre showing through and setting up a somewhat conventional and ‘European’ profondeur. Possibly having recognised what he had done, he seems to have commenced repainting the entire surface – cancelling the picture – with white paint of a different, and less evidently ‘artistic’ consistency. At a certain point he stopped. Conceivably it appeared to him that the relationship now narrated between cliché and cancellation of cliché had produced a marginally plausible painting. If so, it was the kind of plausibility that found a rightful place for The Deep in the French national collection of modern art.

(42) Eighteen paintings from this series, together with preparatory studies, were shown at the Palais des Beaux-Arts, Brussels, in June 1987. A further selection was shown at the Marian Goodman Gallery, New York City, December 1987. See Art & Language: Les Peintures De Schilderijen, with essays by Harrison and John Roberts (exhibition catalogue, Société des Expositions du Palais des Beaux-Arts, Brussels, 1987); trans. under the title Art & Language: The Paintings (exhibition catalogue, Lisson Gallery, London, and Marian Goodman Gallery, New York, 1987). See also Holland Cotter, ‘Museum Talk: Art & Language’, Art in America 76 (June 1988): 142-47.
