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Imagine trying to paint a painting with monochrome black or sometimes grey. The painting contains a geometrical form; a square, positioned symmetrically at the centre of the canvas. This square and its background are painted exactly the same black (or sometimes exactly the same grey).

This is to imagine a painting painted under the spell of Ad Rienhardt.

The first question might be how to ‘successfully’ complete such a painting. The second question, related to the first, is how to look at such a painting?  There are more problems associated with the ‘facticity’ of painted surface. If the paint is flat and even on both square background and square figure, what do we see? What is there to look at? Do we simply look for small imperfections in the painted surface or try to identify a moment of uneven paint application? And if we do look for such imperfections, how do we know that we ought to, when first appearances would lead us to believe that here is just another stupid blank monochrome? How does the artist successfully complete such a painting, since to be successful there must be no imperfection and therefore nothing to see?

All this painting was desperation, more or less.

Imagine now a studio with two or three of these paintings hanging on the wall. They are all ‘unfinished’ or rather in a gap between success and the lack of it. Imagine one or two friends visiting the artist to talk about this problem of how to finish something by erasing all traces of signification. What comes up again and again in conversation is the realization that such paintings can’t be made public without an explanation or some kind of account of their production.

Imagine that the artist with some encouragement from his friends decides to put all the talk about these paintings ‘up on the wall’ next to the painting. At first there is just one typed sheet of paper giving the precise measurements of the successfully or unsuccessfully hidden square, informing the viewer that it was once there but can no longer be seen. Imagine now the conversation changing: now it’s about whether the artist was lying; it’s about the typed notice’s being misleading; it’s about the notice’s interfering with the painting’s being looked at. Now different problems are encountered in the relationship between the painting and the text. Far from providing a simple account of the painting, the text appears to contradict it – somehow. It now seems that the virtuality of the painting lies in the text and not in the hidden square’s literal (or is it figural) identical-ness with its ground. That is, the figure-ground problem has been removed from the painting and has come to exist between the painting and its text.

All this talk was desperation, more or less.

Thirty years later Thierry de Duve locates these works in the modernity of the mid-sixties deriving from Stella’s black paintings, Greenberg’s writings, Judd’s Minimalism and the pursuit of Modernist art rather than Modernist painting and the loathing of formalism. He points to the impotence of these works as paintings and as art. He’s right. It’s true. But because he is such a fan of the Duchampian decorum he misses the untidy paradoxes of what might subsequently be called Conceptual Art.

Again, thirty years later, these works have also been colonised by certain enthusiasts of Lacan and ‘the gaze’. It has been claimed that these Secret Paintings do not attempt to demystify art, as Conceptualism is meant to do, they in fact try to restage it, make it the subject of the work.

All this ‘history’ is also desperation – probably.

