Notes on the Index
Part 1
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I. Abmost everyone is agreed about "70s art. # is diversified, split, [actional-
ized. Unlike the art of uhe last several decades, its enctgy does not seem to low
through a single channel {or which a synthetic term, like Abstract-Fxpressionism,
or Minimalisio, might be found. In defiance of the nation of collective effort that
operates behind the very idea of an artistic 'movemnent’, '70s art is proud of its own
dispersal, "“Post-Movenient Art in America™ is the term most recently applied.' We
are asked to contemplate a great plethora of possibilities in the list that must now
be used 1o draw a line around (he art of the present: video; perfonnance; body art;
conceptual ar; photo-realisin in painting and an associated hyper-realism in
sculpture; story art; monumental abstract sculpture (earthworks); and abstract
painting, characterized, now, not by rigor but by a willful eclecticism{ It is as
though in that need for a list, or proliferating string of terms, thete is prefigured an
irage of personal freedom, of mitliiple options now open o individual choice or
will, whereas before these hings w ere closed oft through a restrictive nation ol
lhistorical style,

Both th&Critics and practitioners of recent art have closed mnks around this
‘pluralism’ of the 1970s. But what, really, are we to think of that notion of
mubtiplicity? It is certainly wue that the separate mentbers of the list do not look
alike. If they have any unity, it is not along the axis of a traditional notion of
'style’. But is the absence of a collective style the token of a real difference? Or is
there not something else {or which all these terms are possible manifestations? Are
not all these separate 'individyals’ in fact moving in lockstep, only to a rather
different drummer from the one called siyle?

2. My list began with video, which T've talked about before, allempting to
iletail the routines of narcissism which form both its content and its structure.? But
now Lam thinking about 4 irtime, the work that Vitb Aéconci made in 1973, where
for 40 minutcs the artist sits and taiks to his reflected image. Relerring to himself,

I

l. This is the title of a book by Alan Sondheim, Indlmduah Paost Movement Alt in dmerica, New
York, Dutton, 1977, : T

2, Sce my "Viden: The Siruciure of Narcissism," Ocl;nbfr, no. | [Spnng 1976). ‘
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he uses ‘[, but not always. Sometimes he addresses his mirroved self as ‘you’. "You’
is a pronoun that is also filled, within the space of lis recorded monologue, by an
absent pcmon someone he imagines himsell to be addressing. But the referent for
this 'you’ keeps shppmg, slu[lmg, returning once again to the '1' who is himself,
reflected in the mirror. Acconci is playing out the (!/rama ol the shiller—in s
regressive form. .-‘

. The shifter is ]1kobwn s term for lh'u r.ueg,;pty ol linguistic sign which is

"hllcd with “gmﬁnauon only because it is "“empty.”? The word "this’ is such a
sign, waiting each time it is invoked for its referent 1o be supplied. “This chair,”
“this table,” or “this . . ."" and we point to something lying on the desk. *'Not that,
this," we say. The personal pronguns 'T' and "you'fare also shilters. As we speak to
one another, both of us using ‘I' and ‘you’, the referents of those words keep
changing places actoss the space of cur conversation, [ am the relevent of ‘1" only
when [ am the one who is speaking. When it is your turn, it belongs to you,

The gymnastics ol the “emptly’ pronominal sign are therefore slightly
complicated, And though we might think that very young children learning
language would acquire the use ol ‘I and *you’ very earty on, this is in factone of
the last things to be correctly learned. Jakobson tells us, as well, that the personal
pronouns are among the first things to break down in cases of aphasia.

4, Airtime establishes, then, the space of a double regression. Or rather, a
space in which linguistic_conlusion operates in concert with the narcissism
! implicit in the performer's retationship o the mirror, But this cm'i]uncuon is
perfectly logical, particularly if we consider rmmsm——a stage in_the develop- fg’/%w{
ment_of personality suspended between auto-eroticism dng object-loye—in the
terms l‘.uggesled by Lacan's concept of the “mirror stage.” Occusring somelime
between the ages of six and 18 months, the mirror stage involves the child's self-
identification through his double: his reflected image. In moving from a global,
undifferentiated sense ol himsell towards a distinct, integrated notion of
sellhood—one that could be symbolized through an individuated use of 'I' and
'yvou'—the child recognizes himsell as a separate object (a psychic gestail) by
means of his mirrored image. The self is lelt, ai this stage, only as an irage of the
self; and insofar as the child initially recognizes himsell as an other, there is
inscribed in that experience a primary alienation. Identity gscl[deﬁnilionl is
primally fused with identification {a felt connection 1o sameone glse). It is within
-that condition of alienation—the atlempt 1o come to closure with a sell that is
physically distant—that the lmaginary takes root. And in Lacan's terms, the
Imaginary is the realm of fantasy, specified as a-temporal, because disengaged
from the conditions of history. For the child, a sense ol history, both his own and | Iﬂ‘li(n‘"“"‘,_"’
particularly that of others, wholly. independent of himsell, comes only with the v’ L
full acquisition of language. For, in joining himsell 1o language, the child enters .
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3, See, Roman Jakobson, “Shifters, verbal categories, and the Russian verh,” Russian Language r
Project, Harvard University Press, 1967, also, Emile Benveniste, “La nature des pronoms,” in [H -
Problémes de linguistique générale, Paris, Ga'lhmard 1966, f) ’
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1 world of conventions which he has had no role in shaping. Language presents
Him with an historical ramework pre-existent to his own beitig. Following the
designation of spoken or written language as constituted of that type ol sign called
the symbol, Lacan names this stage of development the Symbeolic and opposes it Lo
the Imaginary.

5. This opposition belween the Symbolic and the Imaginary leads us to a
further comment on the shifter, For the shifter is a case of linguistic sign which
partakes of the symbol even while it sharcs the feawures of something else. The
pronouns are part of the symbolic code of language insofar as they are arbitrary: ‘I’
we say in Fnglish, but ‘je’ in French, ‘ego’ in Latin, ek in German Lo, But
insolar as their meaning depends on the existential presence ol a given speaker,
the pronouns (as is true ol the other shifters} announce themselves as belonging o
a4 dilferent type of sign: the kind that is termed the index. As distinct from symbals,
indexes establish their meaning along the axis of a physical relationship to their
referents. ‘They are the marks or waces of a particular cause, and that cause is the
thing to which they reler, theobject they signify. Into the category of the index, we
woulkd place physical traces {like footprints), medical symptoms, or the actual
referents of the shifters. Cast shadows could also serve as the indexical signs of
objects. . ..

6. T m’ is a painting Marcel Ducharmp made in 1918, It is, one might say, a
panorama of the index. Across its len-foot width parade a series cast shadows, as
Puchamp's readymades pul in their appearance via the index. The readymades
(hemselves are not depicted. Instead the bicycle whee!, the Liatrack, and a
corkscrew, are projected onto the surface of the canvas through the fixing of cast
shadows, signifying these objects by means of indexical traces. Lest we miss the
point, Duchamyp places a realistically painted hand at the center of the work, a
hand that is pointing, its index finger enacting the process ol establishing the

Marcel Duchamp, Tu M’ 1918, 0il and pencil on canvas with bottle brush, three safety
pins, and a balt. 27V, x 122Y, inches. (Yale University Axt Gallery, New Haven, Bequest of
Katherine 8. Dreier, 1952.)
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connection between the linguistic shifter ‘this . . " and its relerent. Given the role
of the indexical sign within this particular painting, its title should not surprise
us. Tu m’' is simply ‘you'/‘me'—the two personal pronouns which, in being
shifters, ave themselves a species ol index.

7. In contributing an essay to the catalogue of the recent Duchamp retro-
spective, Lucy Lippard chose to write a maack shgi{l story about a personage she
characterized in the title as “"ALLREADYMADESOMUCIIOFFE."4 Indeed, the
seemingly endless stream of essays on Duchampy that have appeared over the last
several years certainly does-discourage one from wanting to add yet another word
o the accumulating mass of literature on the artist. Yet Duchamp’s relationship

. ‘ . - 1 1]
tothed of the indexical sign, or tather, thg way his art serves as a matrix lora
ofated set of ideas which connect to one another through the axis of the imae 1

(Go tmportant a precedent (I am_not concerned_here_with_the guestion ol

nfuence ) lor 105 aft, ot to explore it. For as we will see, it is Duchamp who
liErrsetisteeThie connecuon between the index (as a type ol sign) and the
photograph.

8 A breakdown in the use of the shilter (o locate the self in relation to ils
world is not confined o the onset of aphasia; it also characterizes the speech of
aulistic children. Describing the case of Joey, one of the patients in his Chicago
dlinic, Bruno Bettelheim writes, 'He used personal pronouns in reverse, as do
most autistic children. He referred to himself as you and to the adult he was
speaking to as I. A year later he called this therapist by name, though still not
addressing her as 'you', buj saying 'Want Miss M. to swing you,'"* In an

4. In Marcel Duchamgp, ed. Anne d"Harnoncourt and Kynaston McShine, New York, The Museum
of Modern Art, 1973,

. Bruno Bettelheim, The Emply Fortress, Infantile Autism and the Bivth of the Self, New York,
1967, p. 234. My attention to this passage was called by Annette Michelson in the essay cited below.
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iimportant essay drawing the parallels between those symptoms that form the
psychopathological syndrome of autism and specific aspects of Duchamp’s art,
Annette Michelson pointed to the autist’s characteristic fascination with revolving
disks, the fantasy (in some cases) that he is a machine, and the withdrawal [rom
language as a form of communication by means of speaking in private allusions
and riddies.5 All of these features occur, of course, in Duchamp's art with a
vengeance. But for the moment [ would like to focus on the autist's problem with
the shifter—the problem of naming an individuated sclf—a dramatization of
which is also to be found throughout the later work ol Duchamp.

Tu m’ is one way of signaling this. Another is the division of the sclf into an
T and a 'you' through the adoption of an alter-ego. “Rrose Sélavy and 1"
Duchamp writes as the beginning ol the phrase he inscribes around the revolving
disk of the Machine Optique (1920). Duchamp's photographic sel{-portraits in
drag, as Rrose Sélavy, announce a self that is split, doubled, along the axis of
sexual identity. But the very name he uses for his ‘double’ projects a strategy for
infeeting language itsedf with a canfusion in the way that words denote their
referents. "Rrnse Sélavy” is a homophone suggesting to i1s anditors two entirely
different meanings. The first is a proper name; the second a sentence; the first of the
double Rs in Rrase would have to be prongunced (in French) ‘er’, making Er-rose
Stlavy inte Eros, c’est la vie, a statement inscribing life within a eircle of eroticism
which Duchamp has clsewhere characterized as “'vicious.”"? The rest of the
sentence from the Machine Optique performs another kind of indignity on the
body of language—at least in terms of its capacity for meaning, Overloaded with
internal thyme, the phiase “estimons les ecchymoses des Esquimaux aux mols
exquis” (we csteemn the bruises of the Eskimos with beautiful language) subsu
tales sheer musicality [Q The elisions and inversions
of the es, ex, and mo sounds upset the balance of meaning through an outrageous
formalism. The confusion in the shifter couples then with another kind of

hreakdown, as forin_begins to erode the certainty of content,

9. The collapsed shifter announced itself through a specific use of language,
and through the doubled sell-pertrait. But then, up to 1912 Duchamp had been
concerned as a painter almost exclusively with autobiography. Between 1903 and
191t his major subject was that of his family, and life as il was lved within the
immediate confines of his home. This series of explicit portraiture—his father, his
brothers playing chess, his sisters playing music—climaxes with the artist’s own
sclf-portrait as The Sed Young Man on a Train (1911).% In most of these portraits
there is an insistent naturalism, a direct depiction of the persons who formed the

6. Annette Michelson, " ‘Anemic Cinema' Reflections on an Einblematic Work," Artforum, XIi
{Qctober 1978}, 6459

7. This is from *'the ditanies of the Chariot” one of the notes from the Green Box, See, The Bride
Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even. A typographical version by Richard Hamilton of Duchamp's
Green Box, tran srge FHeard Hamilton, London, Lund, Humphries, 1960, n. p.

8. The inscription on the back of this painting reads: Marcel Duchamp nu (esquisse) feune
homme triste dans un trainf Marcel Duchamp.

Duchamfy as Rrose Séluvy, photographed by Man Ray
m New York, ¢ 1920-21,
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exlensions of Duchamp's most intimate workd. Only by the end, in The Sad ! of dust is.a kind of physical i'_‘de_x for the passage of time, Dust-Breeding (Elevage
Young Man ... do we lind that directness swamped by the adoption of a cnbist- de poussiére) Duchamp 5‘3”5 Lt the photograplh of the wor‘k 8 surrﬂface.lha( Man
infonoed pictorial language, a language Duchamp was to continue 1o use lor just Ray took and Duchamp included in the notes for the Large Glass. The signatures
six more months and then to renounce, with a rather bitter and continuing scrics ol both men appear along _lhf batiom 0'[ the P]‘Ofﬂgri\!}h: .
ol ra-;tiga(icmg forever. ][ was as if CllbiSl‘ﬂ_le;Q_f‘.("_m[ Duchamp.the issue_of Man Ray 1r3tersccts with Duchamp's carcer nc_)u)nly in this do(_:umemff;r the
ireftly, could picture a Large Gllass but in those othc,r I)}lotg)gmphm occasjons of Ducham!n swork: in the
mwuh myllung llke an acceSSIble set o[ contents. 1t was not that self- production of the flm Arémic Cinéma; and {n the transvestite portraits of .,
[mrlr'ulur(’ was dnphrﬂl within Duchamp’s subseguent activity. But only that Duchamp/RrogeSétavy. Which is ltlletes[lng Because Man Ray is the inyentor of .
the project of depjcting the scil took on those gualitics of enigmatic webusal and the Rayograph—that subspecies of photo whichi forces the issue of pho:oqmphy ]
mask ML which we are familiar., - existence as an index. Eayographs (or as they arc more generically termed,

photograms) are produced by placing objects on top of light-sensitive paper,
exposing the enscmble to light, and then d(-\rizlpping the result. The image created
in this way is ol the ghostly traces of departed ‘objects; they look like footprints in

10. The Large Glass is of course another sell-portrait. In one of the little
sketches Duchamp made for it and included in the Green Box he labels the upper
register "MAR’" and the lower hall “CEL."" And he retains these syllables of his ;

= : . . , N yHables o l 15 sand, or marks that have been leflt in dust.
owtt namc in the ttle of the inished work: La mariée mise d nu par ses célibalarres ) ) . . ;

Y o . pe ; . But the photogram only-forces, or makes explicit, what is the case of all
méme; the MAR of mariée linked o the CEL ol célibataires; the self projected as

SE Laae ot aik
Lo . . . hotagraphy. Every photograph is the result of a physical imprint transferred b
double. Within this field of the split sell-portrait we are made 1o feel the presence : -lE’—T—Eﬁ-L—Y vy Eral - AT e ¢

. e . . ight reflections onto a sensitive surface. The photograph is thus a type of icon, or
of the index, The “Sieves,”” {or example, are colored by the fixing of dust that had ;

Fall q i [ the ol o of ths.'Ih lati visual likeness, which bears an indexical relationship to its abject. lis separation
allen on the 3 c 8 g viod of months. The ace atic - - - : -

i ¢ pronesurlace ol Ine glass over a period o Caccumutation from_true icons is felt through the absolutness of this physical genesis, one that
gscen 1o short-circujt or disallow those processes of schematization or symbolic

i Tntervention that o te within the graphic representations gf 1 Al
&‘L U\?‘ the Slmbgh finds its way into_picierial_arl AnN_congciousness

‘\ operating behind the forms of representation, [onwacumz__hgmggn
\ Q‘F obiects and their meaning, this is not the case for photography. Its power is as an
index and its meaning resides in those modes of identification which are associated

with the Imaginary. In the essay “The Ontology of the Photoeraphic Image,”
ndré Bagin Eiesulbes the indexical condition of the photograph:
J‘J‘N| ! f ¢ ;}alﬁfxlq is, after all, an inferior way of making likenesses, an ersatz of 4_,,

the processes of reproducuon Quly a photographic lens can give us the '
kind of image of the eu that is mnable of satislying the deep need f 2 t

man has to substitute fo n_ mer roxima-

uon.. . . The photographic image is the object itself, the object freed EV‘L .
from the conditions of time and space that govern it. No matter how [’-"5 i
[uzzy, distorted, or discolored, no maiter how lacking in documentary ( FAY
value the image may be, it shares, by virtue ol the very process of its de,\
becoming, the being of the model of which it is the reproduction; it is

. } A
the model.? rk o
3 - , _)n(\("s
Whatever else its power, the photograph could be called sub- or pre- &W
symholic, ceding the language of art back to the imposition of things. H (
L)
o, In André Bazin, What Is Cinemna?, trans. Hugh Gray, Berkeley, University of Calilornia Press,

1967, p. .

Elevage de poussiére (Dust Breeding), 1920,
(Photograph by Man Ray.)
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11. In this connection the preface to the Large Glass makes fairly arresting
reading. It begins, “Given 1. the waterfall 2. the illuminating gus, we shall
determine the conditions for the instantaneous State of Rest . . . of a succession . . .
of various facts . ., in order to isolate the sign ol the accordance between . .. this
State of Rest ... and . . . a choice of Possibilitics . . \” And there [ollow two other
notes: “For the instantaneous state of rest = bring’ in the term: extra-rapid;” and
‘“We shall determine the conditions of [the] best éxposure of the extra-rapid State
of Rest [of the extra-rapid exposure . . .” This language of rapid cxposures which
produce a state of rest, an isolated sign, is of colirse the language of photography.
It describes the isolation of something from within the succession of temporality,
a process which is implied by Duchamp’s subtitle {for La mariée mise d nu . . .
which is “Delay in Glass.” ]

If Duchamp was indeed thinking of the Large Glass as a kind of phatograph,
its processes become absolutely logical: not only the marking of the surface with
instanices of the index and the suspension of the images as physical substances
within the field of the picture; but also, the opacity of the image in relation to its
meaning, ‘The notes for the Large Glass form a huge, extended caption, and like

“the captions under newspaper photographs, which are absolutely necessary for
their intelligibility, the very existence of Duchamp's notes—their preservation and
publication—bears witness to the altered relationship between sign and meaning
within this work. In speaking of the rise of photography in the late 19th century,
'Waller Benjamin writes, “At the same time picture magazines begin to putl up

ignposts for [the viewer], right ones or wrong ones, no matter, For the firsi time,
captions have become obligatory, And it is clear that they have an altogether
ﬁu‘l"‘ different character than the title of a painting. The directives which the captions

{ e .
\\' give 1o those looking at pictures in illustrated magazines soon becorne even more 2A VT
explicit and more imperative in the film e meaning of each single picture (s
b : =g BETE i v A
o appears (o be prescribed by thelsequence ol all preceding oneg‘ The photograph "
A"

¢ . ey ; +
W 7&} heralds 4 disruption in the adtonomy of the sign. A meaninglessness surrounds it ¢
\N‘I ! UMwhich can only be filled in by the addition of a text.
'N\L ‘L\ W 1t is also, then, not surprising that Duchamp should have described the
GJ Readymade in just these terms. It was to be a “snapshot’” 1o which there was
y ) attached a tremendous arbitrariness with regard 1o meaning, a breakdown of the
relatedness of the linguistic sign:
Specilications for “Readymades,”
by planning for a moment
to come {on such a day, such
a date such a minute), “to inscribe
a readymade.’'—the readymade
can later
be looked for, (with all kinds of detays)

10.  Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in [luming-
Hons, New York, Schacken Books, 1969, p. 226,

Marcel Duchamp. The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass), 1915-23,
(Philedelphio Museum of Art, Bequest of Katherine 5. Dreier, 1953.)
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The important thing is just
this matter of tming, this snapshot effect, like
a speech delivered on no matter
what occasion but at such and such an hour.!!

The readymade's parailel with the photograph is established by its process of

production. It is about the physical transpositio, ject frong the continuum

of reality into the fixed condition_of the art-imaee by a moment of isolation, or

Selectinn And in this process, it also recalls the function of the shifter. It isa s@?

which is inherently “empty,” its signification a function of only this one instance,
guaranteed by the existential presence of just this object. It is the meaningless
meining that is institnted through the tenms ol the index.

12. There is a late work by Duchamp that seems 1o comment on this altered

relatiouship between sign and meaning given the imposition, within the work of
art, of the index. With My Tongue in My Cheek (1959) is yet another sell-portrait.
This time it is not splic along the tines of sexual identity, but rather along the
semiotic axis of icon and index, On a sheet of paper Duchamp sketches his profile,
depicting himsell in (he representational terms of the graphic icon, On top of this
drawing, coincident with part of its contour, is added the area of chin and cheek,
casl from his own face in plaster. Index is juxtaposed to icon and both are then
captioned, “With my tongue in my cheek," ts obviously a reference to the ironic
mode, a verbal doubling to redirect meaning. But it can atso be taken literally. To
actually place one’s tongue in one's cheek is 1o lose the capacity lor speech
altogether, And it is this yupturc between image and speech, or more specifically,
language, that Duchamp’s art both contemplates and instanees,
As T have been presenling it, Duchamp's work wanifests a kind of trauma of
significalion, delivered to him by two events: the development, by the early teens,
of an absiract {or abstracting) pictorial language; and the rise of photography. [is
art involved a flight [rom the foriner and a pecularilarly telling analysis of the
fatter.

1%, If we are to ask what the art of the '70s has to do with all of this, we could
summarize it very briefly by pointing to the pervasiveness of the photograph as a
means ol representation. It is not only there in the obvious case ol photo-realism,
bul in all those forms which depend on documentation—earthworks, particularly
as they have evolved in the last several years, body art, stary art—and of course in
videa. But it is not just the heightened presence ol the photograph itself that is
sighificant. Rather it is the photograph combined with the explicit terms of the
index. For, everywhere one looks in '80s art, one finds instances of this connection.
In the work that Dennis Oppenheim made in 1975 catled fdentity Stretch, the

1. See The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even. A typegraphical version by Richard
Hamilton, op. cit, n, p.

Marcel Duchamp. With My Tongue in My Cheek,
1959, Plaster, pencil and paper, mounted on wood,
Y. % 5V, inches. (Coll: Robert Lebel, Paris.)
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Dennis Qppernheim, ldentity Stretch, 1975
Phatographs smounled on board. (Courtesy: The
John Gibson Gallery.)
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artist transfers the image {index) of his own thumbprint onto a large fickd outside
of Buffalo by magnilying it thousands of times and fixing its traces in the ground
in lines of asphalt. 'The meaning of this wotl is focused on the pure installation of

presence byﬁgle;lisﬁoﬁl_ﬂ;iﬁaEﬁi_Knnl the work as it is presented in the gallery

locumentation of this effort through an arrangement of photographs.
0 Ol s €

Or, the pancls that comprise the works of Bill Beckley are also documents of
presence, fixed indexically. A recent object combines photographic enlargements

—r P . . i f .
ol [ragments ol the artist's body with a panel of text giving us the 'story’ of his

physical position at a given time and place.

Or, David Askevold's work The Ambit: Part I (1975} is likewise made up of
phiotographic panels captioned by text. In his case, like Oppenbieim's, we find the
index pure and simple: the images are of the cast shadows of an outstretched arm
falling onte a luminous plane. The text speaks of an interruption of meaning:
“.. . an abstraction within the order of reference which resembles ancther and also
is the identity within this order.” The meaning of these three works involves the
flling of the “empty” indexical sign with a particular presence. The implication
is that there is no convention for meaning independent of or apart from that
presence,

This sense of isulation from the workings of a conventinon which has evolved
as a succession of meanings through painting and sculptare in relation to a
history of style is characteristic of photo-realism. For there the indexical presence
of either the photograph or the body-cast detnands that the work be viewed as a
deliberate short-circuiting ol issues of styte, Countermanding the artist’s possible
forinal inlervention in creating the work is the overwhelming physical presence ol
the original ubject, fixed in this trace of the cast.

Notes on the Index: Part 1 ‘ 200

14. The functioning of the index in the art of the present, the way that it
opcrates to substitute the registration ol sheer physical presence for the more
LgigﬁT—“——'T"-xarucuau:d language of aesthetic conygpuions (and ¢he kind of history
which they encode), will be the subject of the second part of these notes. The
instances involve a much wider field than the types of objects 1 have just named,
They include a shifting conception of abstract art ds well, one collective example
of which was mounted last spring in the opening exhibition of 1.8, 1,

An enormous, derelict building in Long Islind City, P.5. 1 was taken over by
the Institute for Art and Urban Resources and, renamed Project Studios One,
became the site for showing the work of 75 artists, most of whom did “‘installation
piceces,” There was tremendous variation in thé quality ol these works, but almost
none in their subject. Again amd again this'group of artists, working indepen-
dently, chose the terminology of the index. Their procedurcs were to exacerbate an
aspect of the building's physical presence, and thereby to embed within it a
perishable trace of their own.

MNew York, 1976

David Askevold. The Ambit. Part L. 1975, Photographs
mounted on board. {Courtesy: The John Gibson Gallery.)
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Nothing could seem further apart than photography and absuract painting,
the one wholly dependent upon the world for the source of its imagery, the other
shunning that worid and the images it might provide. Yet now, in the "70s, over
large stretches of the abstract art that is being produced, the conditions of
photography have an implacable hold. If we could say of several generations of
painters in the late 19th and early 20th centuries that the conscious aspiration for
their work was that it attain to the condition ol music, we have now to deal with

an utterly different claim, As_paradgxical as it mighe seem, photography has
increasingly_become the operative model for abstraction.

1 am not so much concerned here with the genesis of this condition within

_ the arts, its historical process, as [ amMj.lMﬂgl structure as one now
'.-xd[/"“‘mlc' confronts it in a variety of work, That photography should be the model for

/

.r\')'f’ abstraction involves an extraordinary mutation, the logic of which is, I think,
) CZ’V‘M iimportant Lo grasp. _ o

‘%{15 In trying to demonstrate how this is at work [wish to begin with an example

\{\ f drawn not from painting or sculpture, but rather from dance. The instance

concerns a performance that Deborah. Hay gave last [all in which she explained to
her audience that instead of dancing, she_wished to talk. For well over an hour
Hay directed a quiet but ifisisient manologue at her spectators, the substance of
which was that she was there, presenting herself to them, but not through the
routines of movement, because these were routines for which she could no longer
find any particular justification. The aspiration for dance to which she had come,
she said, was to be in touch with the movement of every cell in her body; that, and
the one her audience was witnessing: as a dancer, Lo have recourse to speech.
The event I am describing divides into three components. The first is a
refusal to dance, or what might be characterized more generally as a flight from the
terms of aegthetic convention. The second is a fany [ wotal self-presgnce: to be
in touch with the movement of every cell in one's bady. The third is a verbal
Ldiscourse through which the subject repeats the simple fact that she is present—
thereby duplicating through speech the content of the second component. IE it is
interesting or important to list the leatures of the Hay performance, il is because
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|y movemen sstood .
W W{thralmstance that is registered on i
6"{!’&' tal alteration in the nature of the sign. Movement ceases to function symbolically,
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there seerns to be a logical relationship between them, and [urther, that logic
seems Lo be operalive in a great deal of the art that is being produced at present.
This logic involves the reduction of the conventional sien 10 a trace, which then
produces the need for a supplemental discourse. !

Within the convention of dance, signs are produced by movement, ‘Through
the space ol the dance these signs are able to. be géded both with relation to onep.kf‘*‘hju’
ancther, and in correlation to a tradition of Other possible signs, But once

movement is understood-assemething the hody doe, ,a
{or, invisibly, within it), there is a fundamen-
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tproduce and {s, i

and takes on_he character of an index, By index | mean that type of signwhich
ﬂﬁégs_g_a the physical mariifestation of a cause, of which traces. jmprints, and clues
are_gxamples. The movement to which Hay turns—a kind ol Brownian motion ol
the sell—has about it this quality of trace. It speaks ol a literal manilestation of -

¢ in a way that is like a weather vane's registrationof the wind. But unlike
the weather vane, which acts culturally to code a natural phenomenon, this
cellular motion of which Hay speaks is specifically uncoded. It is out of reach of
the dance convention that might provide a code, And thus, although there is a
message which can be read orinferred from this trace of the body’s life—z message
that translates into the statement T am here”—this message is disengaged from
the codes of dance. In the context of Hay's performance it is, then, a message
without a code. And because it is uncoded—or rather uncodable—it must be
supplemented by a spoken text, one that repeats the message of pure presence in
an articulated language.

If T am using the term “message without a code’ to describe the nature of
Hay's physical performance, I do so in order to make a connection between the
features of that evenl and the inherent features ol the photograph. The phrase
“message sans code” is drawn [rom an essay in which Roland Barthes points to the
fundamentally uncoded nature of the photographic imnage. *'What this [photo-
graphic] message specifies,” he writes, “is, in effect, that the relation of signified
and signilier is quasi-tautological. Undoubtedly the photograph implies a certain
displacement of the scene (cropping, reduction, flattening), but this passage is not
a transformation (as an encoding raust be). Hert there is a loss of equivalency
{proper to true sign systems) and the imposition ol a quasi-identity. Put another
way, the sign ol this message is no longer drawn from an institutional reserve; it is
not coded. And one is dealing here with the paradox of a message without a
code.” ! - ' ‘

It is the order of the natural world that imprints itself on the photographic
entulsion and subsequently on the photographic print. This quality of transfer or
trace gives (o the photograph its documentary status, its undeniable veracity, But
at the same time this veracity is beyond the reach of those possible internal
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1, Roland Barthes, “Rhetorique de 'image," [my translation], Communications, no. 4 (1964), 42,
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adjustments which are the necessary property of language. The connective tissue
binding the objects contained by the photograph is that of the world itsell, rather
than that of a cultural system,

In the photograph’s distance [rom what could be called syntax one finds the
mute presence ol an uncoded event. And it is this kind of presence that abstract
artists now seek to employ.?

Several examnples are in order. [ take them all from an exhibition last year at
P. 5 1,3 an exhibition that had the effect of surveying much of the work that is
being produced by the current generation of artists. Fach of the cases 1 have in
mind belongs to the genre of installation piece and each exploited the derelict
condition of the building itself: its rotring floots, its peeling paing, its crumbling
plaster. The work by Gordon Matta-Clark was produced by cutting away the
floorboards and ceiling from around the joists of three successive stories of the
building, thereby threading an open, vertical shaft through the fabric of the
revealed structure, In East/West Wall Memory Relocated, Michelle Stuart took
rubbings of sections of opposing sides of 2 corridor, imprinting on floor-to-ceiling
sheets of paper the traces of wainscotting, cracked plaster, and blackboard frames,
and then insta’lling each sheet on the wall facing its actual origin. Or, in the work
by Lucio Pozi, a serics of two-color, painted panels were dispersed throughout
the building, occuring where, for institutional reasons, the walls of the school had
been designated as separate areas by an abrupt change in the color of the paint.
The small panels that Pozi affixed to these walls aligned themselves with this
phenomenon, bridging across the line of change, and at the same time replicating
it. The color of each hall of a given panel matched the color of the underlying
wall; the line of change between colors reiterated the discontinuity of the original
held.

In this set of works by Pozzi ane experiences that quasi-tautological relation-
ship between signifier and signified with which Barthes characterizes the photo-
graph. The painting's colors, the internal division between those colors, are
occasioned by a situation in the world which they merely register. The passage of
the features of the school wall onto the plane of the panel is analogous to those of
the photographic process: cropping, reduction, and self-evident flattening. The
effect of the work is that its relation to its subject is that of the index, the

,

2. ‘Fhe pressure (o use indexical signs as a means of establishing presence beging in Abseract-
Expressionism with deposits of paint expressed as imprints and traces. During the 1960s, this concern
was continued although changed in its import in, for example, the work of Jasper Johns and Robert
Ryman, This development forms a historical background for the phenomenon 1am describing us
belonging to 1970s art. However, it must be undersiood that there is a decisive break between earlier
attitudes lowards the index and those at present, a break that has Lo do with the role played by the
photagraphic, rather than 1he pictorial, as a model. -

3 P.5.1 is a public school building in Long Island City which has been leased 1o/ the Institute for
Art and Urban Resources for use as artists” studios and exhibition spaces. The exhibition in question
was ctlled “Ronms.” Mounlted in late May, 1976, it was the inaugural show of the building. A

catatogue documenting Lhe entire exhibition was issued in Summer 1977, and isavailable through the
Institete,
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Gordon Matta-Clark. Doots, Floors, Doors. 1976.
Remoual of floor through 1st, 2nd and 3rd floors.

p. 214:
Lugio Pozzi. P.8.1 Paint. 1976, Aerylic on wood panel.
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impresston, the trace. The painting is thus a sign connected to a relerent along a
purely physical axis. And this indexical quality is precisely the one of photogra-
phy. In theorizing about the differences among the sign-types—symbol, icon, and
index—C, 8. Peirce distinguishes photographs from’icons even though icons
{signs which establish meaning through the effect of yesemblance) form a class to
which we would suppose the photograph to belong. “Photographs,” Peirce says,
“especially instantaneous photographs, are very instructive, because we know that
they are in certain respects exactly like the objects they, represent. But this
resexnblance is due to the photographs having béen produced under such circum-
stances that they were physically {orced to correspond peint by point o nature. In
that aspect, then, they belong to the second :class of signs [indices], those by
physical connection.” 4 b

I am claiming, then, that Pozzi is reducing the abstract piclorial object to the
status of a mould or impression or trace. And it seems rather clear that the nature
of this reduction is formally distinct {from other types of reduction that have
operated within the history of recent abstract art. We could, for example, compare
this work by Pozzi with a two-coler painting by Ellsworth Kelly where, as in the
case of the Pozzi panels, two planes of highly saturated color abut ane another,
without any internal inflection ol the color within those planes, and where this
unmodulated color simply runs to the edges of the work's physical support. Yel
whatever the similarities in format the most obvious difference between the two is
that Kelly’s work is detached from its surroundings. Both visnally and conceptu-
ally it is free from any specific locale. Therefore whatever occurs within the
perimeters of Kelly's painting must be accounted for with reference to some kind
of internal logic of the work. This is unlike the Pozzi, where color and the line of
separation between colors are strictly accountable to the wall within which they
are visually embedded and whose features they replicate.

In the kind of Kelly I have in mind, the demands of an internal logic are mel
by the use of joined panels, so that the seam between the two color fields marks an
actual physical rift within the fabric of the work as a whole. The feld becomes a
conjunction of discrete parts, and any drawing (lines of division) that occurs
within that field is coextensive with the real boundaries oi each part. Forcing
“drawn’ edge to coincide with the real edge of an object (a given panel), Kelly
accounts for the occurance of drawing by literalizing it. If the painting has two
visual parts, that is because it bas two real parts. The message imparted by the
drawing is therefore one of discontinuity, a message thal is repeated on two levels
of the work: the imagistic (the split between color fields) and the actual (the split
between panels). Yet what we must realize is that this message—"discontinuity” —
is suspended within a particular field: that of painting, painting understood
conventionally as a continuous, bounded, detachable, flat surface. So thau if we
wish to interpret the message of the work (“discontinuity’) we do so by reading it

el TV S

[P a2

4, C.8. Peirce, "Logic as Semiotic: The Theory of Signs,”" Philosophic Writings of Peirce, New
York, Dover Publications, 1955, p. 106.
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against the ground within which it occurs. Painting in this sense is like a noun for
which discontinuous is understood as a modifier, and the coherence of Kelly's
work depends on one's seeing the logic of that connection. What this logic sets out
is that unlike the continuum of the real world, painting is a field of arliculations
or divisions. It is only by disrupting its physical surlace and creating discontinu-
ous units that it can produce a system of signs, and through those signs, meaning.
An analogy we could make here is to the color spectrum which language
arbitrarily divides up into a set of discontinuous terms—the names of hues, In
order [or a language 1o exist, the natural order must be segmented into mutually
exclusive units. And Kelly's work is about defining the pictorial convention as a
process of arbitrary rupture of the field {a canvas surlace) into the dlsconunuous
units thal are the necessary constituents of signs.

One could say, then, that the reduction that occurs in Kelly's painting results
in a certain schematization of the pictorial codes. It is a demonstration of the
internal necessity of segmentation in order for a natural continuum to be divided
into the most elementary units of meaning. However we may [eel about the visual
results of that schematic—thal it yields sensuous beauty coupled with the pleasure
of intellectual economy, or that it is boringly minimal—it is one that takes the
process of pictorial meaning as its subject,

Now, in the '70s, there is of course a tremendous disaffection with the kind of
analytic produced by the art of the 1960s, of which Kelly's work is one of many

kﬂ\ possible instances. In place of that analytic there is recourse to the alternative set of

operations exemplified by the work of Pozzi. If the surface of one of his panels is
divided, thal partition can only be understood as a transfer or impression of the
features ol a natural continuum onto the surface of the painting. The painting as

.a whole functions 10 point to the natural continuum, the way the word this

accompanied by a pointing gesiure isolates a piece of the real world and fills itself

" with a meaning by becoming, for that moment, the transitory label of a natural

evenl. Painting is not taken to be a signified 1o which individual paintings might
meaningfully refer—as in the case of Kelly. Paintings are understood, instead, as
shifters, empty signs (like the word this) that are filled with meaning only when
physically juxtapposed with an external referent, or object.

The operations one finds in Pozzi's work are the operations of the index,
which seem to act systematically to transmute each ol the terms of the pictorial
convention. Internal division (drawing) is converted (rom its formal status of
encoding reality to one of imprinting it. The edge of the work is redirected from its
condition as closure {the establishment of a limit in response to the internal
meaning of the work) and given the role of sclection (gathering a visually
intelligible sample of the underlying continuum). The Aatness of the support is
deprived of its various formal functions {as the constraint against which illusion is
established and tested; as the source of conventional coherence) and is used instead
as the repository of evidence. (Since this is no longer a matter of convention but
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mercly of convenience, the support for the index could obviously take any
configuration, two- or three-dimensional.} Each of these translormations operates
in the direction of photography as a functional model. The photograph's status as
a trace or index, its dependence on selection from the natural array by means of
cropping, its indifference to the terms of its support.(holography constituting a
three-dimensionalization of thal support), are all tp’be found in Pozzi's efforts at
P.5. 1. And of course, not in his alone. The work by Michelle Stuart—a rubbing —
is even more nakedly involved in the procedures of the trace, while the Matta-
Clark cut through the building's interior becomes an instance of cropping, in
order that the void created by the cut be literally flled by a natural ground.

In cach of these works it is the building_ ltself that is taken to be a message
which can be presented but not coded, The ambition of the works is to caplure the
presence of the building, o find strategies to force it to surface into the field of the
waork. Yet even as that presence surfaces, it fills the work with an extraordinary

sense of time-past, Though (Rey ar¢ produced by a physical cause, the trace, the

Tmipression, the clue, are vestiges of that cause which is itself np longer present in

the given sign. Like traces, the works 1 have been describing represent the building
through the paradox of being physically present but temporally remote. This
sense is made explicit in the title of the Stuarl work where the artist speaks of
signily the building—to point to 1t——ofﬂ"“ﬁ"“ﬁ§h‘£ pEEEEE—o_f removal or cumng
away. The procedure of excavation succeeds therefore In bringing the building
iito the consciousness of the viewer in the form of a ghost. For Pozzi. the act of |
Ltaking an _impression_submits to_the logic of effacement. The painted wall is
signified by the work as something which was there bui 1as now been covered

over.

~ Like the other features of these works, this one of temporal distance is a
striking aspect of the photographic message. Pointing to this paradox of a
presence seen as past, Barthes says of the photograph:

The type of perception it implies is truly without precedent. Photogra-
phy set up, in effect, not a perception of the being-there of an object
(which all copies are able to provoke, but a perception of its having-
been-there, It is a question therclore of a new category of space-time:
spatial immediacy and temporal antetiority, Photogtaphy produces an
illogical conjunction of the here and the formerly. It is thus at the level
of the denotated message or message without code that ene can plainly
understand the freal unreality of the photograph. Its unreality is that of
the here, since the photograph is never experienced as an illusion; it is
nothing but a presence (one must continually keep in mind the magical
character of the photographic image). Its reality is that of a having-
been-there, because in all photographs there is the constantly amazing
evidence: this look blace in this way. We possess, then, as a kind ol
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precious miracle, a reatity from which we are ocurselves sheltered,

This condition of the having-been-there satisfies guestions of veriliability at
the fevel of the document, ‘Lruth is understood as g matter of evidence, vather than

a function of lggic. In the 1960s, abstract art, particularly painting, had aspired to
a kind of logical investigation, aucmpting to tie the event of the work to what
could be truly stated about the internal relations posited by the pictorial code. In
so doing, this art tied itself (o the convention of painting (or sculpture) as that
continuous present which both sustained the work conceptually and was under-
stood as ils content,

In the work at P. S. 1, we are obviously dealing with a jettisonning of
conveittion, or more precisely the conversion ol the pictorial and sculpural codes
into that of the photographic message without a code, In order to do this, the
abstract artist adapts his work to the [ormal character ol the indexical sign. These
procedures comply with two of the components of the Flay performance deseribed
at the beginning of this discussion, The third feature of that perlorimance—the
addilion of an articulated discourse, or text, to the otherwise mute index—was, |
claimed, a necessary oulcome of the first two. This need wo link text and image has
been remarked upon in he literature of semiology whenever the photograph is
mentioned, Thus Barthes, in speaking of thase images which resist internal
divisibility, says, “this is probably the reason for which thiese systems are almaost
always duplicazed by articulaied speech (such as the caption of a photograph)
which cndows them with the discontinuous aspect which they do not have,"'

Indeed, an overt use of captioning is nearly always to be found in thay
portion of contempotary art which employs photography directly. Story art, body
ari, some ol conceptual ar, certain types of earthworks, mount photographs as a
type ol evidence and join to this assembly a written text or caption.? But in the
worl | have been discussing— the abstract wing of this art of the index —we do not
find a writlen text appended to the object-trace, There are, however, other kinds of
texts for photographs besides written ones, as Walter Benjamin points out when
he speaks of the history of the relation of caption w0 photographic image. *“The
directive which the captions give to those looking al piclures in illustrated
magazines,” he writes, “soon become even more explicit and more imperative in
the Alm where the meaning of each single picture appears to be prescribed by the

“sequence of all preceding ones.”® In film each image appears from within a
succession that operates to internalize the caption, as narrative.

At P. S, | the works 1 have been describing all utilize succession, Pozxi's
panels nccur at various points along the corridors and suirwells of the building,

il Barthes, "Rhctorique de l'image,” p. 47,

4. Rojund Barthes, Elements of Semiotogy, trans. Anncue Lavers and Colin Smith, Boston,
Beicon Press, 1967, p. 64,

1. Sev Part I af this essay, October, 3 (Spring 1977), B2.

& Walter Benjamin,~'"The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Repradhuction,”™ Hiumiations,
. Flarry Zohn, New York, Schacken Books, 1959, p. 226
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Stuart's rubbings are relocated across the facing planes of a hallway. The Matta-
Clark cut involves Lthe viewer in a sequence of floors. The "ext” that accompanies
the work is, then, the unfolding of the building's space which the successive paris
of the works in question articulate into a kind of cinematic narrative; and that
narrative in turn becomes an explanatory supplement to the worlks,

In the first part of this essay [ suggested thidt the index must be seen as
something that shapes the sensibility of a large namber of contemporary artists;
that whether they are conscious of it or ngt, many ol them assimilate their work
{in part il not wholly} to the logic of the index. So, for example, at P. 5. 1 Marcia
Hafif used one ol the former classrooms as an arena in which 1o juxtapose
painting and writing, On the walls above the original blackboards Hafl executed
abstract paintings of repetitive colored strokks while on the writing surfaces
themselves she chalked a detailed, first-person account ol sexual intercourse.
Insofar as the narrative did not stand in relation to the images as an explanation,
this text by Hafif was not a true caption. But its visual and formal eifect was that of
captioning: ol bowing to the implied necessity to add a surfeit of writen
information 1o the depleted power of the painted sign.

New York, 1977

Marcia Hafif. Untitled. 1976, Paint and chalk on walls

and blackboards,




