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 Abstraction, 1910-1925:
 Eight Statements

 Beginning in late 1911 and extending over the course of 1912, the first
 abstract paintings were shown in public exhibitions by a handful of artists working
 in different cities and with different philosophical foundations. "Inventing
 Abstraction, 1910-1925," the exhibition currently on display at the Museum of
 Modern Art, examines this watershed break, exploring the development of abstrac
 tion as a historical idea and emergent artistic practice.1 Of course, the topic is not a
 new one: Alfred Barr's sweeping 1936 exhibition "Cubism and Abstract Art" stands
 as a formative precedent. A key question for this centenary survey was, How to
 approach abstraction now? And how might this approach differ from the perspec
 tives of a decade or decades ago?

 For the critic Clement Greenberg, the development of abstraction grew out of
 modernism's effort to define "within each medium . . . effects exclusive to itself."2 A

 clear ethos is implied: "Realistic, naturalistic art had dissembled the medium, using
 art to conceal art," whereas modernism spoke truthfully at the level of medium,
 using "art to call attention to art."3 For Greenberg—writing here in 1960,
 though such ideas appear in his criticism as early as 1940—much was at stake:
 defining the unique nature of each medium rendered it "pure," assuring both
 quality and independence from other art forms in which the potential for vari
 ous forms of instrumentalization—commodification or political cooption—was
 rife.4 This call for autonomy speaks eloquently of Greenberg's mid-century
 fears. Aspects of Greenberg's beliefs were widely held across his generation and
 even the next: for example, ideas of purity and transcendence likewise define
 the Francophone critic Michel Seuphor's influential discussions of abstrac
 tion.5 In the work of both men and in that of many of their mid-century peers,

 1. "Inventing Abstraction, 1910-1925" runs from December 23, 2012, to April 15, 2013, at the
 Museum of Modern Art, New York. It is organized by Leah Dickerman, Curator, with Masha Chlenova,
 Curatorial Assistant, Department of Painting and Sculpture, the Museum of Modern Art, New York.
 2. Clement Greenberg, "Modernist Painting," in Clement Gremberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism,
 vol. 4, ed. John O'Brian (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), p. 86.
 3. Greenberg, "Modernist Painting," p. 86.
 4. Ibid.

 5. Key texts by Seuphor include L'Art Abstrait, ses origines, ses premiers maîtres (Paris: Galerie

 OCTOBER 143, Winter 2013, pp. 3-51. © 2013 October Magazine, Ltd. and Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
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 4  OCTOBER

 abstraction can be seen to be positioned, more or less overtly, within the politi
 cal polarities that played out from the rise of totalitarianism in the 1930s
 through the end of the Cold War in the late 1980s—positioned as a banner of
 opposition to realism, its purported purity, autonomy, and medium specificity
 hypostatized as indices of guiding political mores.

 During the preparations for "Inventing Abstraction," the organizers invited
 a group of scholars of modernism from a variety of disciplines to participate in
 three seminars to discuss the advent of abstraction in the visual arts.6

 Conversations concerned abstraction's early history, picking up specific case stud
 ies; the role of key protagonists, touching upon issues of medium; the relation to
 paradigm shifts in other fields; abstraction's conceptual foundations; and the
 degree to which it might (or might not) be understood as a radical undermining
 of the traditional premises of artistic practice. But within this miscellany, certain
 markers of a collectively new approach to abstraction could be discerned.
 Defining terms and concepts that have long populated discussions of abstraction
 were either complicated or eschewed—including "purity," "autonomy," "medium
 specificity," the idea that abstraction stands at the end point of a conceptual pro
 gression, and even that it might function in a dichotomous opposition to forms of
 figurative representation. The statements published here represent a selection of
 position papers first produced in the context of the conversations held at MoMA.
 They coalesce around three points.

 Abstraction/Representation: The history of early abstraction offers key exam
 ples of artists who presented works with figurai traces under the banner of abstrac
 tion (Vasily Kandinsky, Robert Delaunay); of many others who worked in abstract
 modes for a time before returning to forms of figurative representation (Fernand
 Léger, Robert Delaunay, Kazimir Malevich); and even a few who maintained simul
 taneous forms of abstract and figurative practice (Kurt Schwitters, Paul Klee). Yet
 if the oft-sought distinction between relative abstraction and pure abstraction is
 hard to maintain, and if abstraction can only rarely be tracked in the work of indi
 vidual artists as a unilinear progression from figurai representation resulting in a
 final banishment, then how should it be understood? If abstraction no longer
 eclipses figuration, what is it seeking to evacuate?

 Autonomy/Apparatus: Abstract pictures rarely, if ever, exist in isolation. The
 makers of early abstract pictures and their allies did not let them stand alone,

 Maeght, 1949); Dictionary of Abstract Painting, with a History of Abstract Painting, trans, from the French
 by Lionel Izod, John Montague, and Francis Scarfe (New York, Tudor Pub. Co., 1957); and Piet
 Mondrian, Life and Work (New York: H. N. Abrams, 1956).
 6. The seminars were held on March 4, 2011; September 30, 2011; and February 10, 2012.
 Participants in these three sessions included Charles Bernstein, Yve-Alain Bois, Christophe Cherix, Masha
 Chlenova, Christoph Cox, Hal Foster, Mark Franko, Peter Galison, Kathy Halbreich, Jodi Hauptman,
 David Joselit, Anton Kaes, Seth Kim-Cohen, Philippe-Alain Michaud, R. H. Quaytman, Josh Siegel, Lanka
 Tatersall, and Michael R. Taylor. The seminars were supported by the Museum of Modern Art's Wallis
 Annenberg Fund for Innovation in Contemporary Art through the Annenberg Foundation.
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 Abstraction, 1910-1925: Introduction  5

 but—perhaps in compensation for shared anxieties about how its meaning might
 be established—sent them out into the world accompanied by a torrent of words:
 titles, manifestos, statements of principles, performative declamations, discursive
 catalogues, explanatory lectures, and critical writing by allies. It seems abstraction
 made it more incumbent on the artist to write, and also to develop novel systems
 for the delivery of text. How do we understand the apparatus for abstraction, the
 texts in its ambit? And how do we understand the structure it implies—of an
 image on the wall, and words existing in a parallel but distinct sphere, the two
 held at a distance—a structure seemingly integral to modernism itself? How is
 abstraction made to mean?

 Medium specificity/Cross-media thinking: As this first generation of abstract
 artists strove to rid painting of its former content (i.e., its referential ties to the
 external world), they turned to the material properties of the work of art as their
 new content: form, color, surface, and ground. And yet, while concepts of medi
 um are keenly relevant, the accounts of this pioneering generation of abstract
 artists and those of their allies rarely speak of efforts to rebuff the influence of
 other media, focusing instead on the revelatory insights gained from other art
 forms. How can we understand the structural and historical relationships between
 abstraction in the visual arts, modern non-narrative dance, atonal music, and
 experimental poetics?

 —Leah Dickerman for the Editors
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 Robert Delaunay. The First Disk. 1913.
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 YVE-ALAIN BOIS

 For brevity's sake, and in order to frame an argument, let's accept the stan
 dard Greenbergian definition of modernism as a self-critical enterprise through
 which each art was engaged in delimiting and fully inhabiting the limits of its own
 medium, a teleological definition that almost inevitably places abstraction as the
 destiny of art. One can trace the genealogy of this self-defining mode back to the
 circle of what is now called "Iena Romanticism." Though it consisted not of artists
 but of poets and writers, grouped around the Schlegel brothers, its activity is
 worth noting here as its journal, the Athenaeum, which was published in Germany
 from 1798 to 1800, constitutes perhaps the first "avant-garde" publication ever. Its
 authors endeavored to define literature as such—literature as "absolute"—inde

 pendently of any qualifications of genre (a radical move at the time, if one thinks
 of the trouble Manet went through almost three quarters of a century later, in
 part, for having disregarded the academic taxonomy of pictorial genres and
 national "schools" in paintings such as Le Déjeuner sur l'herbe [1863] and trying to
 construct [so goes the modernist interpretation of this work] "painting as such").1
 But what I want to underline here with this brief historical sketch is that at the

 very beginning of its formation as an ontological discourse, modernism heralded
 the singularity of authorship as its touchstone. Speaking about poetry—that is,
 about language as literature (which they saw as opposed to everyday prose)—the
 authors of the Athenaeum proposed that its "very first law is that the arbitrariness
 of the poet does not suffer any law above him ."2

 This is at first counterintuitive, for the teleological and essentialist tenor of
 the Athenaeum would have led us to expect not a paean to arbitrariness but, on the
 contrary, a plea for its opposite: motivation. Yet this is not as strange as it might
 seem: for the members of the Athenaeum, the law (the motivation) of poetry is
 that of the arbitrariness (freedom, subjectivity, etc.) of the poet. There is a bit of
 trickery here, but it worked. It goes without saying that the advent of abstraction
 put pressure on the issue of motivation. In fact, one could say that it is abstraction
 that, both retrospectively and programmatically, established modernism as a
 whole as an enterprise of motivation.

 So, to summarize: liberated from the burden of representation, but also pon
 dering their responsibility in front of the void that such a liberation had engendered,

 1. On Manet and the invention of painting as such via the abolition of traditional pictorial tax
 onomies, including genre (history painting, portrait, landscape, etc.) and national "schools" (Italian,
 Spanish, French, etc.), see Michael Fried, "Manet's Sources" (1969), reprinted in Manet's Modernism
 (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1996), in particular pp. 504-5, note 224.
 2. Fragment 116 of the Athenaeum, in Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, L'absolu lit
 téraire (Paris: Seuil, 1978), p. 112. Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy call the Athenaeum the first "avant-garde"
 group in history (p. 17).
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 8  OCTOBER

 artists had to justify (for themselves and for their audience) what they were doing.
 They came up with four different models or strategies of motivation.

 One possibility was to revert to the Romantic idea of the total freedom of the
 artist, the "arbitrariness of the poet that does not suffer any law" of the Athenaeum,
 which I just mentioned. This is the expressionist route taken by Kandinsky, among
 others: what I paint are the deepest folds of my very own soul, accessible to myself alone, if at

 all, of which I nevertheless claim to offer you a truthful portrait. Take it or leave it. This
 notion of the work of art as a seismograph of the artist's psyche lies beyond all
 expressionist conceptions of art (it resurfaces from time to time and could be
 heard, barely altered, during Abstract Expressionism's heyday). It is against this
 highly subjective solution that all other strategies of motivation began to develop
 almost simultaneously.

 The second model is, basically, iconological. (Actually, one could also call the
 expressionist model iconological: the work as an image of the inner self.) The vari
 ants are numerous, and are favored by many (most) art historians and especially
 by curators: abstract art is not really abstract, it depicts abstract things (light,
 sound, cosmic forces, etc.). The interpretation of abstraction it proposes is basi
 cally a symbolist one. 3

 I would call the third model, of which Mondrian is the only rigorous cham
 pion, compositional. In this model, a painting is understood as a highly balanced
 assembly of diverse elements unified through the action of an extremely complex
 system of thought. This system cannot readily be axiomatized, and as a result its
 "motivating" force is hard to pin down. Yet its logic is totalizing: one painting fol
 lows the previous one in an absolutely necessary sequence, and nothing can be
 added or deleted from any picture without ruining it. At its best, the "relational"
 tradition of abstract art (disregarded by the young Frank Stella) falls into this
 genre, but only Mondrian understood composition as a way to attain the same
 thing that his adversaries searched for through non-compositional means.4 Unlike
 his numerous "relational" colleagues, he strove to undermine the figure, the cen
 ter—which is to say, the core of compositionality ever since it had been codified in
 art by Alberti.5

 The last (but not least) of the modernist strategies of motivation is non
 composition. It is consciously used in opposition to the three other ones. I would
 divide it into six subcategories (though there might be more, unbeknownst to
 me). What they all have in common is a programmatic insistence on the non
 agency of the artist: the work must be produced by means that do not rely on the

 3. That was notably the gist of the exhibition "Aux origines de l'abstraction" at the Musée
 d'Orsay (Paris) in 2004. A painter like Ciurlionis was saluted as a founder while Cubism was not even
 alluded to.

 4. See my essay "The Iconoclast" in Angelica Rudenstine ed., Piet Mondrian (The Hague,
 Washington, D.C., and New York: Gemeentemuseum, the National Gallery of Art, the Museum of
 Modern Art, New York, 1994), pp. 313-72.
 5. On the Renaissance origin of the concept of composition, see Michael Baxandall, Giotto and
 the Orators (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986).
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 Abstraction, 1910—1925: Bois  9

 artist's subjectivity, and (this is what differentiates these strategies from Mondrian's
 compositional strategy) this independence must be plainly visible to all—it must be
 part and parcel of the artwork itself. The least frequently summoned strategy is
 chance, perhaps because it bears some dangers. To be sure, chance undermines sub
 jectivity, but it might also end up throwing out the baby—that is, the very possibility
 of painting—with the bathwater. The others are all indexical operations in which the
 painting (or sculpture) falls back onto itself: the grid, the collapse of image and field,
 the deductive structure, the

 monochrome, the process. In
 each of these indexical opera
 tions, there is a reduplication of
 one property of the painting or
 sculpture onto itself, and, to speak
 like Rodchenko and his friends,
 there is no "excess": a modular

 grid retraces the proportions of
 the support it maps. The stripes
 of a Black Painting by Frank
 Stella, the "transfer" of a window

 frame by Ellsworth Kelly, the
 processual marks of a work by
 Robert Ryman fill up the canvas,
 as does the single color of a
 monochrome by Yves Klein. Some
 artists used several of these strate

 gies simultaneously or successively
 (and these categories are them
 selves porous: a grid or a
 monochrome also represents a
 collapse of field and image; a
 monochrome is also a grid with

 Giacomo Balla. Study for
 Compenetrazione iridescente.

 1912. © 2013 / Artists Rights Society
 (ARS), New York / SIAE, Rome.

 only one square, etc.).
 Though all these different models of motivation evolve and are differently

 invoked and applied in time, the fourth one, non-composition, seems the most
 recurrent in twentieth-century avant-garde art. If I had to write the history of this
 art from the point of view of the non-compositional strategies of motivation, I
 would divide it into four periods—or rather, I would understand it as a game
 played four times, each time differently.

 Non-Composition: Game 1

 The first match would be dominated by the birth of abstract art in the sec
 ond decade of the past century. The earliest example of a grid is Giacomo
 Balla's Compenetrazione iridescente of 1912. The earliest deductive structure would
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 10 OCTOBER

 Hans Arp and Sophie Taeuber. Untitled (Duo
 Collage). 1918. © 2013 Artists Rights Society
 (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.

 be Robert Delaunay's The First Disk of 1913. It is interesting to note that both
 artists clearly refer to Seurat and to the "simultaneous contrast," but it must also
 be said that these works were flukes: neither artist knew exactly what he was
 doing, or why. Though one of the most, if not the most, talented painters of the
 Futurist group, Balla seems to have been paralyzed by Marinetti's enrollment of
 art in the service of Italian nationalism, and by 1916, he had nothing more to
 say. As for Delaunay, he was extremely proud of his Disk, which he called his
 "coup de poing' (punch), but one has to wait till the end of his life, after a long
 interlude of mediocre late-Cubist and Art Deco production, for him to pick up
 again the issue of non-compositionality in a series of somewhat tired symmetri
 cal canvases and reliefs.
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 Abstraction, 1910-1925: Bois  11

 Duchamp's 1914 Bottle Rack, the artist's first unassisted readymade, can of
 course be regarded as a fusion of field and image, as Donald Judd would have it.
 This would constitute a limited and anachronistic interpretation of Duchamp's
 groundbreaking act (Judd, focusing on the wholeness of the readymade object,
 suggested that it constituted an attack on the "relational aesthetic"),6 but I don't
 think that such charges are enough to dismiss it. A year after Duchamp's ready
 made came a certain number of Suprematist canvases exhibited by Malevich in
 1915: the Black Square, the Red Square, the Black Cross, and other deductive struc
 tures of the sort (the other kind of Suprematist canvases exhibited at the same
 time—definitively compositional yet fighting the idea of the unified, equilibrated
 whole—is an issue that need not be discussed here).7 Malevich sets the tone: he is
 the first abstract artist to claim that he is searching for the absolute, which he calls
 the "zero of form."

 Still a year later, Jean Arp and Sophie Taeuber made their Duo-Collages. With
 them, the claim for impersonality becomes more pronounced:

 We felt the personality to be burdensome and useless, since it had
 developed in a world now petrified and lifeless. We sought new materi
 als unburdened by tradition. . . . The results were rigorous and imper
 sonal constructions of surfaces and colors. Any element of chance was
 eliminated. No spot, no rip; no fiber, no inaccuracy was to perturb the
 clarity of our work. For our paper pictures we even discarded scissors,
 which we had originally used but which all too readily betrayed the life
 of the hand. We used a paper cutter instead.8

 To be noted here is the insistence on the suppression of chance, for this
 position was almost immediately reversed with Arp's exploration of chance, men
 tioned in the same retrospective text, as a means of obtaining the "elimination of
 all volition" (that is, of subjectivity, of the philosophy of consciousness, of the very
 same cogito ergo sum that the Duo-Collages, were attempting to erase) : indeed, much
 has been written on Dada's anti-rationalism as a reaction against the absurdity of
 World War I.

 The end of the decade is marked by Mondrian's foray into non-composition
 with his nine modular grids of 1918-19, as well as by the first serious doubts con
 cerning the very possibility of "absolute" non-compositionality. Both Duchamp

 6. "Duchamp's ready-made and other Dada objects are seen at once and not part by part,"
 Donald Judd, "Specific Objects" (1965), reprinted in Complete Writings 1959-1975 (Halifax and New
 York: the Press of Nova Scotia College of Art and Design and New York University Press, 1975), p. 183.
 7. Judd remarks that, though obviously compositional, these works undermine the unity of the
 compositional order through their use of color (colors are not harmonic; "they can't combine; they
 can only make a set of three or any two in the way that three bricks make a set"). In "Malevich:
 Independent Form, Color, Surface" (1974), ibid., p. 214.
 8. Jean Arp, "And So the Circle Closed," in Arp on Arp: Poems, Essays, Memories (New York: Viking
 Press, 1972), p. 245.
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 12  OCTOBER

 and Mondrian, in fact, realized that the eradication of subjectivity was not so easy
 to achieve, as is evident from Duchamp's extreme caution in choosing his ready
 made objects as well as from Mondrian's rejection of the modular grid, in 1920, in
 order to elaborate his highly compositional Neoplastic style.

 I have a lot to say on this particular move and the way in which the birth of
 Neoplasticism was a direct effect of Mondrian's shock when he arrived in Paris in
 the summer of 1919—after his forced stay in Holland during the war—but I have
 to be brief. Fully confident that with the so-called Checkerboard pictures, just fin
 ished, he had reached a new plateau in his search for the eradication of the sub
 jective and the "particular," desirous to share his discovery with the Parisian avant
 garde, Mondrian was confronted by Picasso's "return-to-order" works exhibited at
 Paul Rosenberg's. He then realized that his invention was "ahead of his time," that
 the isotropy of the pictorial field he had in mind might be presupposing a post
 human beholder, one whose vision is not oriented according to our erect posture
 on Earth, and, switching gears, decided to revisit compositionality in order to
 destroy it through compositional means. "Man's eye is not yet free from his body.
 Vision is inherently bound to our normal position," he later responded to Van
 Doesburg's import of the oblique line into the syntax of Neoplasticism. "As long as
 we'll be men," he adds, "this is a condition that we cannot escape."9

 Non-Composition: Game 2

 The second wave of non-compositional art can be detected Elfter World War
 I, this time with a distinctively positivist slant. One of the highlights of the period
 regarding this issue is the debate that took place in the spring of 1921 in Moscow,
 where the members of Inkhuk (Rodchenko, Popova, Stepanova, Ioganson, etc.)
 defined construction as non-compositional, objective, and motivated and defined
 composition, on the contrary, as subjective and arbitrary. From this debate came the
 first monochrome painting by Rodchenko and the first deductive structures by
 the same artist (the suspended sculptures that he exhibited at Obmokhu and a
 series of prints and paintings related to his reflection on the nature of line).10 A
 few years later, in Poland, Wladyslaw Strzeminski (perhaps the most articulate of
 all the early proponents of abstract art) invented Unism and explored both the
 monochrome and deductive-structure strategies (he developed a full-blown theo
 ry of the latter, according to which the division of the picture's surface must be
 determined by the proportion of its support).

 Rodchenko, Strzeminski, and the artists of this generation did not have to
 establish the viability of abstract art—that job had already been accomplished by
 Mondrian, Malevich, and their peers. This is perhaps why they were deeply steeped
 in a form of sociopolitical and technological optimism. Strzeminski alone lost his
 faith in the future, and it was not by chance that he abandoned his highly elaborated

 9. On this issue, see my essay "As Long As We'll Be Men," in Canto d'Amore: Classicism in Modern
 Art and Music, 1914-1945, exhibition catalogue (Basel: Kunstmuseum, 1996), pp. 374-381.
 10. On the Inkhuk composition/construction debate, see Maria Gough, The Artist as Producer:
 Russian Constructivism in Revolution (Berkeley: California University Press, 2005), pp. 21-60.
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 Piet Mondrian. Composition with Grid 4:
 Lozenge Composition. 1919. ©2013

 Mondrian/Holtzman Trust c/o HCR
 International USA.

This content downloaded from 
������������137.83.217.149 on Sat, 17 Oct 2020 01:50:44 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 14 OCTOBER

 non-compositional strategy as soon as the combined dangers of Hitlerism and
 Stalinism loomed on the horizon. But the demise of Unism was also internal: at some

 point, Strzeminski posited ideal proportions for all his canvases (thus undermining
 the very notion of a deductive structure solely based on the hie et nunc of the sup
 port). As one might expect, these "ideal" proportions seem to have been based on
 those of man. Once again, subjectivity proved hard to eliminate for long.11

 It is also during this period that what I would call the bad dream of the non
 compositional drive—its potentially authoritarian version—began to appear in

 11. For a more detailed account of Strzemi ' nski's Unism and its crisis, see my essay "Strzemi ' nski
 and Kobro: In Search of Motivation," Painting as Model (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990), pp. 123-55.

 Wtadyslaw Strzeminski. Architectonic Composition 1. 1926.
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 Abstraction, 1910-1925: Bois  15

 the form of a purely "mathematical art" that would be entirely programmed
 through an a priori set of permutational rules (a notion entirely antithetical to
 Strzeminski's struggle against all forms of a priori projection): initiated by Theo
 van Doesburg in 1930, shortly before his death, this so-called "mathematical" ten
 dency in art was developed by the Swiss artists Richard-Paul Lohse and Max Bill in
 the late '30s. In looking at the dull portfolio of Fifteen Variations on a Single Theme,
 published by Bill in 1938, one cannot but think of Adorno's condemnation of
 serialism, even in the late work of his hero Schoenberg, as the defeat of art in its
 fight against the rationality of the administrated world and the bourgeois ideal of
 a global domination of nature. And it is not only a defeat, claims Adorno, but a
 total surrender, an ultimate reconciliation. The agency of man has indeed been
 effaced in such an art, but the negativity of the non-compositional impulse,
 geared towards the erasure of the artist as the bourgeois dominator of his materi
 al, has produced the author as slave of the authoritarian system of rationalization
 that his fight was designed to combat.

 Non-Composition: Game 3

 The third act of this narrative immediately followed World War II.
 In the United States, the phenomenon originated within the ranks of the

 Abstract Expressionists, usually praised (by Schapiro among others) for the high
 subjectivism of their art.12 Both Pollock's allover drips and Newman's use of bilat
 eral symmetry and oversized canvases can be seen as assaults against composition
 (and would be interpreted as such by future generations of artists). Pollock's and
 Newman's rejection of the tasteful art of balance common to European post
 Cubist art emerged in part from a highly competitive (and slightly nationalistic)
 atmosphere and a desire to "start everything anew." It casts their art, in any case,
 in a wholly different category from that of other Abstract Expressionist artists (Ad
 Reinhardt excepted, if he is to be included in this movement, which I doubt very
 much). Pollock eliminated (at least partially) the bodily link that made of the
 brush the continuation of the hand and of the gesture the "handwriting" of the
 artist. He allowed gravity (that is, a process that was independent of his agency) to
 play a major role in the configuration of his skeins. As for Newman, he reinvented
 symmetry as a deductive structure (even though he would have rejected this con
 cept), this time, however, not as a cipher of a "zero degree" of art but as the score
 of a beginning that must be endlessly enacted. Newman, in fact, reintroduced
 "man" into the equation—not the personality of the artist (he called that "folk
 lore"), but the human being as the subject of perception who is given a "sense of
 place" in front of the canvas he or she beholds.

 In Europe in the late 1940s and early '50s, Ellsworth Kelly patiently and
 thoroughly explored four of the six strategies I have mentioned (chance, grid,

 12. On Abstract Expressionism's assertion of subjectivity, cf. Tim Clark, "In Defense of Abstract
 Expressionism," October 69 (Summer 1994), pp. 23-48.
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 index, monochrome) in an effort to dispel Picasso's overbearing shadow (non
 composition was then understood as a way of not having to invent, that is, of not
 having to cope with Picasso, who had invented it all). At the same time, Kelly's
 friend François Morellet was attacking rationalism as a philosophy that had
 brought the world to Auschwitz and Hiroshima, devoting his entire energy to
 undoing the "mathematical" stance of Max Bill through the production of sys
 temic works based on chance, and taking up again the ironical dimension of
 non-compositionality that had been abandoned after Dada.

 Non-Composition: Game 4

 The last phase of modernist non-composition, about which I'll have to be very
 brief, can be seen as an explicit reaction against Abstract Expressionism in
 America (and Informel painting in Europe). No longer limited to abstraction, it
 extends from the mid-1950s to the '70s at least, and I would tend to link it to a cer

 tain kind of cultural pessimism, only momentarily interrupted by the social unrest
 of the late '60s. This most recent chapter is well known, and the artists themselves
 have usually been extremely eloquent on the issue—from Johns's and Noland's
 "targets" to Stella's Black Paintings, from Warhol's seriality to Minimalism and
 process art, from Yves Klein's monochromes to Daniel Buren's endlessly repeated
 stripes, from Serra's torn sheets of lead or piled-up slabs to Ryman's painstaking
 brushstrokes that generate and are generated by the proportions and structure of
 the support. Countless examples can be found: this stylistic diversity helps mea
 sure the potentiality of non-composition, while the careers of most of the artists I
 just mentioned reveal a nearly universal abandonment of the non-compositional
 in their later work.

 ***

 This is the general framework, the overall historical canvas: many things
 have been left out in this fast-paced account (but it is the nature of a chart to pro
 vide ample room for subsequent insertions). I would like to address one last issue,
 to which I briefly alluded just now (it also rang subliminally in the passages
 devoted to the previous historical sections): how is it that, invariably, the non
 compositional drive fades, that it never holds for very long, that "man always
 seems to return"? Look at Sol LeWitt. Nothing was more impersonal than his early
 wall drawings, each presented with the diagram explaining its configuration; few
 things are more arbitrary (to the point of being decorative) than the frescoes he
 did during the last twenty years of his life. And Stella, how long did he keep the
 course of the deductive structure? Did he not turn Kandinsky, whom he so
 despised at the time of the Black Paintings, into his hero? Or Ryman: does not his
 recent work loom strangely toward the Parisian Informel of the 1950s?

 One after the other, each non-compositional artist seems to reach a point after
 which, progressively or abruptly, the wheel turns back on itself. And that is not a new
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 phenomenon: some artists died before they reached this point, but right from the
 start, right from the sound bite of Delaunay's Disk, the non-compositional reveals
 itself to be unsustainable.

 What could this all mean? Perhaps that within the particular search for moti
 vation that is represented by the non-compositional drives, there always have been
 two possibilities.

 The logical one is to go as far as one can go, and then stop altogether. This is
 the path taken by Rodchenko when he painted his monochrome triptych at the
 end of 1921: "I reduced painting to its logical conclusion and exhibited three can
 vases: red, blue and yellow. I affirmed: it's all over. Basic colors. Every plane is a
 plane, and there is to be no more representation."13 But this radical move is
 impossible to sustain as well: Rodchenko in his later career, just like Strzeminski
 after he had abandoned Unism, resumed compositional painting. So long, logic
 and teleology.

 Then there is the full acceptance of failure (which is, perhaps, the only
 path of hope). As I said, that was in some ways Mondrian's route after 1919. But
 it was also Duchamp's (even though he pretended for many years to have
 stopped working) :

 I consider taste—bad or good—the greatest enemy of art. In the
 case of the readymades, I tried to remain aloof from personal taste
 and to be fully conscious of the problem. ... Of course all this
 scarcely sustains a transcendental discussion, because many people
 can prove I'm wrong by merely pointing out that I choose one
 object rather than another and thus impose something of my own
 personal taste. Again, I say man is not perfect, but at least I have
 tried to remain as aloof as possible, and don't think for one minute
 that this hasn't been a difficult task.14

 Conclusion: Man is not perfect: if he were, he would long since have found a
 way to void himself.

 13. Aleksandr Rodchenko, "Working with Mayakovsky" (memoir dating from 1939), quoted in
 Richard Andrews and Milena Kalinovska, Art Into Life: Russian Constructivism, 1914-1922 (Seattle:
 Henry Art Gallery, University of Washington, 1990), p. 47.
 14. Interview with Marcel Duchamp in Katharina Kuh, The Artist's Voice: Talks with Seventeen
 Artists (New York: Harper and Row, 1960).
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 MASHA CHLENOVA

 Scrape the tongue and you will see space and its skin.

 —Velimir Khlebnikov1

 In January 1915, Kazimir Malevich came to visit the young Roman Jakobson
 to announce that he was about to create abstract paintings and to ask Jakobson to
 accompany him to Paris in order to explain their meaning there. According to
 Jakobson, Malevich "trusted him as a theorist more than himself."2 In a later
 description of this encounter, the linguist pointed to the essence of Malevich's
 project:

 Malevich told me about his gradual departure from representational to
 non-objective art. There was no big chasm between these two notions.
 It was a question of non-objective attitude towards figuration and rep
 resentational (object-ed) attitude towards non-objective issues—issues
 of planes, colors, and space. And this deeply coincided with—this he
 already knew about me in general terms—my own thoughts about, pri
 marily, language, poetry, and poetic language.3

 This strong affinity between the future leading proponent of Russian formalism
 (and, subsequently, structuralism) and the pioneer of abstraction in the visual arts
 signals how deeply intertwined these projects were from their inception.
 Jakobson's account is retroactive, to be sure: in early 1915, Malevich had not yet
 coined the term "non-objective" (literally, "object-less" [bespredmetnyi\), but one
 does detect the artist's mature view of non-objectivity as an attitude toward both
 abstract and representational pictorial language, which Jakobson recognizes as
 congruent with the formalist semiotic model.

 Malevich's non-objective attitude toward figuration and, simultaneously, his
 treatment of the inherent properties of painting as concrete and defined objects of
 examination were manifest in the first public unveiling of Suprematism at the "0-10"
 exhibition in Petrograd in 1915. Symbolically proclaiming his "transformation in the
 zero of form" in a manifesto, the artist adamantly rejected all referents in the visual
 language of his paintings. What he brought to the fore, instead, were painting's

 1. "Poskobli iazyk i ty uvidish' prostranstvo i ego shkuru." Velimir Khlebnikov, "Zanzegi" (1922),
 Eng. trans, in The King of Time, ed. C. Douglas, trans. Paul Schmit (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
 Press, 1990), p. 189. Khlebnikov plays on the double meaning of the word "tongue," in Russian (iazyk)
 as in English: both the organ in the mouth and language. The Russian word he uses for "skin" (shkura)
 refers only to animal skin.
 2. Roman Jakobson, "Vospominaniia" (Memoirs), in Malevich o sebe, sovrmenniki o Maleviche, vol. 2
 (Moscow: RA, 2004), p. 126 (emphasis added). All translations by the author unless otherwise noted.
 3. Ibid., p. 127.
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 material qualities: texture, color, and spatial illusionism "as such"—in sync with the
 program famously laid out by the Transrational poets Velimir Khlebnikov and Aleksei
 Kruchenykh in their 1913 manifestoes "The Word as Such" and "The Letter as Such."
 At the same time, however, Malevich gave many of his Suprematist compositions
 overtly referential titles, including, for instance, Painterly Realism of a Boy with a
 Knapsack—Color Masses in the Fourth Dimension (1915), in the collection of the
 Museum of Modern Art. This title has been so troubling for our understanding of
 Malevich's abstract imperative that for decades, beginning with Alfred Barr's
 "Cubism and Abstract Art" exhibition of 1936, it was replaced with the more neutral
 Suprematist Composition: Black Square and Red Square. Yet Malevich's original title raises
 a key question: how can a painting signify something without depicting it?
 Furthermore, Malevich called his pictorial system "new painterly realism," arguing
 that his aim was not to shun the world of objects but to get closer to the true nature
 of reality. Rather than thinking of Malevich's "non-objective" perspective as reject
 ing or embracing referentiality, we might understand it as allowing one to access,
 and thus break the spell of, the differential system of meaning. The core of non
 objectivity consists in the idea that by acknowledging difference one is no longer
 bound by it. In that sense, for Malevich, "non-objectivity" and "the zero of form"
 are not nihilistic, but are deeply liberating and generative.

 This semiotic way of thinking in Malevich's artistic practice is intertwined
 with his own poetic exercises and is especially pronounced in the poems he
 wrote shortly before and after his invention of Suprematism in June 1915. A few
 weeks before the eureka moment of Black Square, Malevich wrote on a piece of
 graph paper: "Instead of painting houses and corners of nature it is better to
 write 'Village' and everyone will call it to mind with a greater number of details
 and the scope of the entire village."4 By hand-writing the word "village" within a
 rectangular frame, the artist points to the opening up of meaning that occurs
 once the arbitrariness of the sign is made apparent. Moving beyond Picasso,
 Malevich was no longer interested in punning so much as in the possibilities of some
 how achieving a non-differential state by exposing the way meaning is created. In
 June 1916, Malevich sent a poem entitled "Prografachnik" (Graph drawing) to
 Mikhail Matiushin, a professionally trained musician, explaining that he had created
 "notes-letters that express masses of sound" and "distributed them freely in space just
 like in painterly Suprematism."5 Isolating elemental units of meaning—whether ver
 bal, visual, or sonic—and freeing them from within the differential system of
 meaning, Malevich attempted to transpose the universe onto a supra-linguistic
 unbounded plane that he called "non-objective."

 4. "Vmesto pisaniia khat ugolkov pri(rody) luchsh(e) napisat' Derevn(ia) i u vsiakogo
 vozniknet ona s bole(e) podrobny(mi) detalia(mi) s okhvatom vsei derevn(i)."
 5. The complete quote in Russian is as follows: "Priidia k idee zvuka—poluchili notabukvy,
 vyrazhaiushchie zvukovye massy ... my vyryvaem bukvu iz stroki iz odnogo napravleniia i daem ei voz
 mozhnost' svobodnogo dvizheniia, sledovatel'no my prihodim k ... raspredeleniiu bukvennykh mass v
 prostranstve podobno zhivopisnomu suprematizmu." Kazimir Malevich, letter to Mikhail Matiushin, June
 23, 1916, in Malevich o sebe, vol. 1, p. 89. This poem is reproduced in Kazimir Malevich, 1878-1935: Drawings
 from the Collection of the Khardzhiev Chaga Foundation (Amsterdam: Stedelijk Museum, 1997), plate 30.
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 Abstraction, 1910-1925: Chlenova  21

 It is the very logic of the "non-objective attitude" to pictorial language that
 led Malevich, within a few years, to bring Suprematism to its end point and to
 give up painting entirely for a while. In May 1923, he exhibited two blank
 primed canvases close to the ceiling as the culmination of the Unovis display at
 the exhibition "Petrograd Artists of All Trends."6 Arriving at the true zero of
 form, he titled each of these paintings Suprematist Mirror and paired them with a
 manifesto of the same title, published simultaneously with the opening of the
 exhibition in the periodical
 Zhizn' Iskusstva (Life of art) and
 then a month later in LEF. (This
 programmatic document started
 with the declaration "Amongst all
 the changing phenomena the
 essence of nature is invariable"

 and proceeded to illustrate two
 levels of understanding of the
 world. First, "the world of human
 differences" was presented as a
 long list of concepts ranging
 from God and religion to tech
 nology, art, labor, time, and
 space—all of them, it must be
 noted, abstract concepts that can
 be grasped only through the
 mediation of language. The sec
 ond, deeper level was defined as
 "the essence of these differ

 ences," "the unchanging nature
 of the absolute," or "the world as

 Non-Objectivity."7 Thus Malevich
 presented painting in its prelimi
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 Malevich. Village. 1915.

 nary state, as a canvas without pictorial marks, as a kind of mirror that underlies
 the binary system of linguistic distinctions. In the diagrammatic layout of his
 manifesto, Malevich symbolized this pre-linguistic non-differential absolute by a
 big zero, which stood for him in 1923 (just like the black square in 1915) for the
 unbounded possibilities of an artistic practice aware of its own limitations. With
 this conceptual gesture and statement, Malevich arrived at an understanding of

 6. Aleksandra Shatskikh has argued that Malevich first exhibited two blank canvases in 1920 as
 the end point of his artistic trajectory at his solo retrospective in Moscow, but this fact is documented
 only indirectly. Shatskikh, "Malevich Curator of Malevich," in Russian Avant-Garde: Representation and
 Interpretation (St. Petersburg: Palace Editions, 2001), p. 150.
 7. Malevich, "The Suprematist Mirror," in K. S. Malevich, Essays on Art, 1915-1928 vol. I, ed.
 Troels Andersen (Copenhagen: Borgen, 1968), pp. 224-25 [translation modified].
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 non-objectivity, which, although predicated on the abstract pictorial language of
 Suprematism, no longer needed it. In 1924, he wrote to Lissitzky that
 "Suprematism is only a stage in expressing non-objectivity."8

 Malevich's understanding of pictorial language as arbitrary, which initially
 found expression in the abstract language of Suprematism, soon led him to realize
 that representational pictorial language is just as conventional and relative.
 Malevich's "non-objective attitude toward figuration," in Jakobson's words, also
 uprooted the ontological credibility of mimesis as an objective and truthful depic
 tion of reality. Thus, from the artist's perspective, verisimilitude itself, not just
 abstract forms, could serve as a tool for bringing viewers to understand the differ
 ential workings of pictorial language.

 Jakobson articulated a similar understanding in the essay "On Realism in
 Art," first published in Prague in 1921.9 In this seminal but little-known text,
 Jakobson demonstrates that the term "realism" itself needs to be understood in its
 historically conditioned nature, concluding that in the visual arts any objective
 verisimilitude may only be an illusion and a self-deception, since all representa
 tions are always mediated by a system of signification that, like any language, is
 based on a set of conventions, established through traditional use. Jakobson's
 essay acquired a new relevance in the Soviet Union of the late 1920s, where
 mimetic naturalism was increasingly gaming ground. In 1927, it was reprinted in a
 progressive Ukrainian journal, Nova Generatsiia (New generation), where Malevich

 8. Malevich's complete statement goes as follows: "Censors don't know whether I am a nihilist,
 an antimaterialist, or an idealist and the thing is that between materialism, religion-ism, idealism, and
 nihilism there also appeared non-objectivity, and Suprematism is merely a stage in it." Pis'ma Kazimira
 Malevicha El Lisitskomu i Nikolaiu Puninu, ed. Aleksandra Shatskikh (Moscow: Pinakoteka, 2000), p. 11.
 9. Roman Jakobson, "O realizme v iskusstve," in Raboty po poetike (Moscow: Progress, 1987),
 pp. 387-93. Trans. Roman Jakobson, "On Realism in Art" (1921), Readings in Russian Poetics: Formalist
 and Structuralist Views, ed. L. Matejka and K. Pomorska (Michigan: Ann Arbor, 1978), pp. 38-46.

 Malevich. Morning in
 the Village After the

 Snowstorm. 1912.
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 too published a series of articles between 1928 and 1930.10 I would suggest that
 Malevich's decision to return to figuration around the time of his trip to Germany
 in 1927 was spurred by the same motivation that brought Ukrainian editors to
 publish Jakobson 's essay. In the late 1920s, Malevich developed a pictorial system
 that employed representational elements in such a way as to foreground the con
 ventionality of pictorial language and thus to explode the ontological credibility
 of mimetic naturalism from within, as it were. In this sense, in his return to paint
 ing in the late 1920s and early '30s, Malevich did not capitulate to or compromise
 with the increasingly dominant representational mode of Soviet painting, but
 rather found a dialectical point of contact with the Soviet discursive field, from
 which by then abstraction had been all but entirely banished.

 Malevich's solo exhibition of November 1929 at the Tretyakov Gallery in
 Moscow constituted the artist's first self-conscious presentation of his own artistic
 evolution from this newly formulated perspective. The show consisted primarily of
 his recently made and mostly backdated representational paintings with which he
 retraced his own evolution from Cézanne and Impressionism to Suprematism, as
 if actively reevaluating various modernist "devices" of representational painting.
 Let us compare, for instance, his early Cubo-Futurist painting Morning in the
 Village After the Snowstorm, made in 1912, with Girls in a Field, which was made
 between 1928 and 1929, backdated to 1912, and included in the Tretyakov retro
 spective. The subject matter of peasant figures in a landscape is shared, but the
 relation of the figures to their pictorial environment is radically different. In 1912,
 Malevich was trying his hand at the essential Cubo-Futurist exercise of treating fig
 ures as structurally inseparable from their ground—their bodies are

 10. While there is no direct indication that Malevich knew this essay, he was a regular visitor to
 Kiev and Khark'iv in the later 1920s, befriended leading Ukrainian artists and theoreticians, and was
 fluent in the language. It is also telling that Jakobson 's ideas continued to resonate in these circles dur
 ing those years.

 Malevich.

 Girls in a
 Field. 1928.
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 Suprematist room at the exhibition "Art from the Era
 of the Crisis of Imperialism, 1907-17. " 1931.

 geometricized exactly as are the houses, piles of snow, and distant hills. Girls in a
 Field, on the other hand, is almost entirely devoid of narrative, its three figures
 lined up in the picture plane hieratically like flat theatrical props. The seemingly
 illusionistic shading of their dresses does as little to create an effect of depth as
 the brightly colored stripes of land behind them. Here "the blue lampshade of
 the horizon" (to use Malevich's well-known term) creates not a liberating sense of
 spatial depth but rather a sense of a tight claustrophobic container.11 If in
 Morning in the Village After the Snowstorm, as in his earlier Neo-Primitivist works,
 Malevich moves toward greater abstraction with geometric fragmentation of
 space, bright unnaturalistic colors, and dramatically reduced perspective, in Girls
 in a Field he puts abstracted formal components back together in a single image
 and pits them against conventions of naturalistic depiction.
 A great number of the paintings Malevich made between 1928 and 1932
 depict similar faceless figures standing against abstracted landscapes, many of
 them identified as peasants either in titles or by attributes of clothing. Others
 depict generic human figures, torsos, or just heads. On the back of a number of
 these works (including Girls in a Field), Malevich wrote the word
 "Supranaturalism," stressing thereby that they should be considered as pointing to

 11. Breaking through the constraints of the horizon line and destroying the illusion of the blue
 heavenly dome were among Malevich's favorite metaphors of the later 1910s.
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 Room of Kazimir Malevich at the exhibition
 "Fifteen Years of Artists of the RSFSR. " 1932.

 the limitations of naturalistic representation and, as the Latin prefix "supra" indi
 cates, even be thought of as lying in a conceptual space beyond it. The level of
 mimetic detail in these works varies greatly, as does their scale, but their overall
 effect is the same: the artist dialectically provides just enough representational
 information to create a fleeting illusion of spectatorial identification and then
 quickly withdraws it.

 Between 1928 and 1930, Malevich lectured at the Kiev Art Institute, at the

 time a relatively liberal institution seen as a kind of Ukrainian Bauhaus. His lec
 tures were intended primarily for the methodological committee, the core group
 of people who could guide the educational direction of scores of young art stu
 dents. Explaining the goal of his teaching to a colleague, Malevich said: "I am here
 in order to cure students of realism."12 In these lectures, published as a series of
 eleven articles in New Generation, Malevich continuously argues against the acade
 mic mimetic tradition and stands by what he defines as "New Art," an art aware of
 its own constructed nature, of "form as such." Throughout the 1930s, Malevich
 supported colleagues whom he saw as occupying a similarly active position in
 defense of the New Art. Thus, in 1930, he wrote to Nikolai Punin, an early cham

 12. Malevich, Sobraniie Sochinenii, vol. 2, ed. Aleksandra Shatskikh (Moskva: Gileia, 1995), pp.
 330-31. Dmitrii Gorbachev, "Kievskii Treugol'niâk Malevicha (Pimonenko-Boichuk-Bogomazov)," in
 Malevich. Klassicheskii Avangard, Vitebsk no. 2, ed. T. V. Kotovich (Vitebsk: Vitebskii gorodskoi ispolnitel'nyi
 komitet, 1998), p. 40.
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 pion of the Russian avant-garde and a curator at the State Russian Museum, prais
 ing his exhibition of the self-taught figurative Georgian painter Niko Pirosmani: "I
 would put Pirosmani, like Cézanne, into the category of painters as such.. .. His
 art is non-objective in its content and this is what is needed; it is what is most
 important in art in general, when things, objects, and one or another content, are
 transformed, through the power of art, into art 'as such,' that is non-objective."13
 Evidently, for Malevich in the late 1920s, New Art, art "as such," and "non-objectiv
 ity" were synonymous.

 In 1931 and 1932, Malevich had two more opportunities to present his new
 pictorial system in programmatic public displays at the State Russian Museum in
 Leningrad. In each case, he hung his abstract and representational works side by
 side, thus emphasizing the fundamental conceptual unity of his artistic project.
 In 1931, he was given a separate room as part of the exhibition "Art of the
 Imperialist Era." His display consisted almost entirely of abstract Suprematist
 paintings, alongside abstract drawings and textile designs by his student Nikolai
 Suetin. Yet one visual juxtaposition stands out: on the right-side wall, Painterly
 Realism of a Peasant Woman in Two Dimensions (1915, later known as Red Square) is
 hung next to Woman with a Rake (1930-31). Red Square carries on its back the
 artist's inscription "Peasant Woman. Supranaturalism." Malevich most likely added
 it shortly before the exhibition, thus establishing a conceptual link between his
 abstract and figurative works, equating "Suprematism" and "supranaturalism" as
 various ways of expressing nonobjectivity or "as-suchness" and avoiding being
 duped by pictorial illusionism. In 1932, the artist again presented his abstract and
 figurative works as a conceptual whole in a room within a major retrospective of
 Soviet art entitled "Fifteen Years of Artists of the RSFSR" at the State Russian

 Museum in Leningrad, where he was given complete freedom to choose his works
 and orchestrate their display. Here again, abstract paintings were closely flanked
 by representational ones. In the center were two primary forms of Suprematist
 abstraction: Red Square was paired with a specially made fourth version of Black
 Square of identical dimensions; underneath them was a row of busy geometric
 compositions; framing these nonrepresentational paintings on both sides were
 vertical columns with "supranaturalist" works. Thus Malevich once again pre
 sented his pictorial practice in a conceptual unity—advocating his understanding
 of New Art, which he presented as a vital alternative to the mimetic naturalism
 that filled most of the other rooms of this retrospective exhibition of Soviet art.

 Malevich's written statements leave no doubt that he actively advocated for
 the cause of New Art right until his death in 1935, but his optimism for its chances
 of survival waned. Soon after 1932, another important shift occurred in his prac
 tice: he stopped backdating his works and began painting in a more symbolic and
 naturalistic style. In 1934, the artist shared with his trusted friend and colleague

 13. Letter to Nikolai Punin from December 29, 1930, in Pis'ma Kazimira Maleuicha, p. 37.
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 Ivan Kliun his worry about what he called "a naturalistic deluge": "Times have
 become difficult for art... society can make nothing but objects ... they think that
 art consists in conveying dumb photographism, slightly colored."14 It is important
 to understand Malevich's active position and the critical potential his representa
 tional practice had at that moment. His notion of "nonobjectivity" and its broader
 theoretical implications show that suspending our often clear-cut distinction
 between abstraction and figuration and the ideological labels that come attached
 to that distinction may allow us to develop a more nuanced understanding of
 artistic practices such as Malevich's that operate critically on the boundary
 between these two modes of artistic expression.

 A careful examination of the early history of abstraction makes it clear that
 the distinction art historians routinely tend to maintain between relative abstrac
 tion (or partially abstracted representational painting) and so-called pure or
 absolute abstraction is often artificial. For a number of pioneers of abstraction
 (Mondrian being one notable exception), complete abstraction was either a brief
 phase in their practice or an exploration they pursued in parallel with representa
 tional painting. Focusing on pictorial form as being of far greater importance
 than subject matter, many did not feel the need to completely reject referentiality.
 Yet it was the absolute conceptual mode of abstraction advocated by Malevich and
 others—a mode based on the semiotic understanding of the creation of meaning
 in pictorial practice, as in verbal language or any other code—that most deeply
 challenged Picasso's pronouncement that painting is always representational. This
 allowed the true leap into a critical space where the artist can operate beyond the
 simple binary distinction of representational and abstract. Malevich's carefully
 crafted, sometimes awkwardly theorized, but always visually compelling artistic
 practice is one case in point.

 14. "Vremena dlia iskusstva stali tiazhelymi... obshchestvo nichego ne mozhet kak tol'ko pred
 met ... oni dumaiut chto iskusstvo i zakluchaetsa v tom, chtoby peredat' tupoi fotografizm slegka pod
 krashennyi." Kazimir Malevich, letter to Ivan Kliun from May 5, 1934, in Malevich o sebe, vol. 1, p. 247.

 MASHA CHLENOVA is Curatorial Assistant at the Department of Painting and Sculpture at
 the Museum of Modern Art, where she worked with Leah Dickerman on the exhibition

 "Inventing Abstraction, 1910-1925."
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 CHRISTOPH COX

 I want to pose some questions about the alignments and connections between
 a series of terms and oppositions operative at the inception of abstraction. The cen
 tral term, of course, is "abstraction" itself, or "the abstract." I want to pose these
 terms against their traditional antitheses, "representation" or "the figurative," but
 also against the more basic notion of "the concrete," in order to ask: Within the con
 text of early modernism, what did "abstraction" mean, or what did it mean "to
 abstract"? And what was the trajectory of this departure from the world of ordinary
 objects, the depiction of which we call "representation"? Must abstraction have
 meant a movement toward the ideal or the spiritual? Or might it also have meant a
 relationship to the material or the real, conceived as that which underlies and condi
 tions the world of representation? I'd like to test these connections and alignments
 by focusing on the role played by music and sound in "the invention of abstraction."

 It is a commonplace of art history that the pictorial abstraction emergent in
 the first two decades of the twentieth century drew considerable inspiration from
 music, that the "emancipation" of music from text in the late eighteenth century
 and the dominance of "absolute" (purely instrumental) music in the nineteenth
 provided some of the key conditions of possibility for visual modernism's drive
 toward a nonrepresentational art.1 Announced in 1877, Walter Pater's famous
 claim that "All art constantly aspires towards the condition of music" would be
 echoed by visual abstractionists from Frantisek Kupka to Gerhard Richter.2 As a
 non-mimetic art, music came to be seen as the very model for aesthetic autonomy
 and the aesthetics of pure form. In the work of painters such as Vasily Kandinsky
 and critics such as Roger Fry, this autonomy was often construed in spiritual terms
 as establishing an ideal aesthetic dimension that transcended the dreary quotidi
 an world. Kandinsky and others supported these spiritual aims with a discourse of
 synesthesia, which attempted to hitch relatively more earthbound hunks of canvas
 and paint to the seemingly immaterial and transcendent flights of music.

 1. See, for example, John Neubauer, The Emancipation of Music from Language: Departure from Mimesis
 in 18th Century Aesthetics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986); Karin von Mauer, The Sound of
 Painting: Music in Modern Art (Munich: Prestel, 1999); and Judith Zilcher, "Music for the Eyes: Abstract
 Painting and Light Art," Visual Music: Synaesthesia in Art and Music Since 1900, ed. Kerry Brougher et al.
 (London: Thames & Hudson, 2005), pp. 25-86.
 2. Walter Pater, The Renaissance (New York: Modern Library, 1919), p. 111. Asked by Benjamin
 Buchloh about his abstract paintings in a 1986 interview, Richter replies: "I've always seen it as some
 thing musical. There's a lot in the construction, in the structure, that reminds me of music. It seems so
 self-evident to me, but I couldn't possibly explain it"; to which Buchloh responds: "That's one of the
 oldest clichés around. People always have resorted to music in order to save the foundations of abstract
 painting." Gerhard Richter, "Interview with Benjamin Buchloh," Art in Theory, 1900-2000, ed. Charles
 Harrison and Paul Wood (Maiden, MA: Blackwell, 2003), p. 1155.
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 However, alongside this orthodox modernist discourse on music ran a very
 different one. In the early 1870s, Nietzsche celebrated music not for its capacity
 to elevate the listener above the ordinary world and its representations but for
 its ability to plunge him or her into the cauldron of forces and intensities that
 constitute that world.3 Nietzsche does not champion music for its ideality or
 purity of form. On the contrary, he affirms it as the most deeply and richly mate
 rial of the arts. For Nietzsche, music does not surpass the visual arts in abstrac
 tion; it undergirds them in concreteness. Or rather, it supports a different con
 ception of abstraction: not a transcendent but an immanent abstraction. Music
 makes sensuous what Deleuze and Guattari call the "abstract machines" inher

 ent in matter, collections of forces that are "real yet nonconcrete, actual yet non
 effectuated."4 That is, music makes evident not pure and essential forms extract
 ed from the objects of ordinary experience but the differential, intensive forces
 that materially generate them.

 Five years after Nietzsche published his book on music and the artistic
 impulses of nature,5 Thomas Edison and Charles Cros inaugurated a technologi
 cal revolution that fundamentally altered how sound was understood. No longer
 the emanation of an ideal and metaphysical interiority, speech and voice
 became products of external mechanical contrivances that reveal the technolog
 ical character of vocalization in general, the production of sound as a physical
 rather than a spiritual fact.6 The capacity of the phonograph to record not only
 articulate sound but any sound whatsoever dispersed music and speech within
 the broader field of noise.7 No longer figured symbolically as ratios and inter

 3. See Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, ed. and trans. Walter Kaufmann
 (New York: The Modern Library, 1966), and ray "Nietzsche, Dionysus, and the Ontology of Music," in A
 Companion to Nietzsche, ed. Keith Ansell Pearson (Maiden, MA: Blackwell, 2005), pp. 495-513.
 4. Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of
 Minnesota Press, 1987), p. 511. This phrase marks a change in Deleuze's conception of abstraction. It
 is a variant of a formula (derived from Proust) by which the early Deleuze often characterized the vir
 tual: "Real without being actual, ideal without being abstract." (See, for example, Deleuze, Difference
 and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton [New York: Columbia University Press, 1994], p. 208.) In this early
 work, Deleuze clearly associates abstraction with a Platonist conception of transcendence, which his
 notion of the virtual aims to undermine. Deleuze's adoption of the term "abstract machine" in his
 work with Guattari signals his formulation of an alternative conception of abstraction: an immanent
 abstraction "opposed to the abstract in the ordinary sense" (A Thousand Plateaus, p. 511). On these two
 notions of abstraction, see also John Rajchman, "Abstraction," Constructions (Cambridge, MA: MIT
 Press, 1998), pp. 55-76.
 5. See Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, chapter 2.
 6. In 1878, Thomas Edison gleefully described the phonograph to a newspaper reporter: "This
 tongueless, toothless instrument, without larynx or pharynx, dumb, voiceless matter, nevertheless
 utters your words, and centuries after you have crumbled to dust will repeat again and again to a gener
 ation that could never know you, every idle thought, every fond fancy, every vain word that you choose
 to whisper against this thin iron diaphragm." The Washington Post, April 19, 1878, p. 1, available at
 http://www.phonozoic.net/n0031.htm (accessed August 29, 2012).
 7. See John Cage, "Future of Music: Credo" (1937), Silence: Lectures and Writings by John Cage
 (Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press/University Press of New England, 1961), p. 4.

This content downloaded from 
������������137.83.217.149 on Sat, 17 Oct 2020 01:50:44 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 30  OCTOBER

 vais, sound was now figured physically as frequency and vibration. As Friedrich
 Kittler puts it, the symbolic domain of voice and music gave way to "the noise of
 the real."8

 Gillian Beer and John Picker have noted the profound effects of this new
 sonic discourse on the rise of literary modernism.9 But what resonance, if any, did
 they have within visual modernism, which seems, rather, to have drawn continu
 ous sustenance from a conception of music and sound that had become philo
 sophically and technologically outmoded? Hal Foster has noted that the discourse
 around early abstraction constantly swung between the poles of idealism and
 materialism.10 Yet its treatment of sound remained resolutely idealist, tied to
 notions of purity and transcendence.

 Even in the music that paralleled visual modernism, the new conception of
 sound was not wholly apprehended. The world of noise opened up by the phono
 graph surely influenced Arnold Schoenberg's move toward atonality, which, how
 ever, soon gave way to a rigorously formal serialism. The Futurist painter turned
 composer Luigi Russolo, who declared his intention to dispense with musical
 sounds in favor of the noise of the world, found himself musicalizing this material
 via a new set of musical instruments that would "give pitches to these diverse nois
 es, regulating them harmonically and rhythmically."11 The same is true of Pierre
 Schaeffer, who, at the other end of modernism, criticized the "abstraction" of tra
 ditional music (musique abstraite), which operated with a restricted set of pitches
 and through the detour of a system of signs, in favor of what he termed musique
 concrète, produced entirely by the phonographic recording and editing of worldly
 noise. After numerous experiments, Schaeffer declared in a late interview: "It took
 me forty years to conclude that nothing is possible outside do-re-mi. ... In other
 words, I wasted my life."12 Of the early modernists, it was perhaps only Edgard
 Varèse who affirmed the new sonic culture, taking inspiration from physics, chem
 istry, geology, and cartography, and abandoning the term "music" in favor of
 "organized sound."13 Varèse not only reconceived musical structure by analogy
 with physical and chemical concepts, he also held a deeply materialist conception
 of sound and music as vibratory and electrical matter that was in line with

 8. Friedrich Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, trans. Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and Michael
 Wutz (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), p. 14.
 9. See Gillian Beer, "Wave Theory and the Rise of Literary Modernism" and other essays in Open
 Fields: Science in Cultural Encounter (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), and John M. Picker, Victorian
 Soundscapes (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003). See also Denis Hollier, "The Death of Paper,
 Part Two: Artaud's Sound System," October 80 (Spring 1997), pp. 27-37.
 10. Hal Foster, "1913," Art Since 1900: Modernism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism, ed. Hal Foster et al.
 (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2004), pp. 119-20.
 11. Luigi Russolo, "The Art of Noises: Futurist Manifesto," The Art of Noises, trans. Barclay Brown
 (New York: Pendragon Press, 1986), p. 27.
 12. Tim Hodgkinson, "An Interview with Pierre Schaeffer—Pioneer of Musique Concrète," ReR
 Quarterly (1987), available at www.timhodgkinson.co.uk/schaeffer (accessed August 29, 2012).
 13. See Varèse, "The Liberation of Sound," in Audio Culture: Readings in Modern Music, ed. Christoph
 Cox and Daniel Warner (New York: Continuum, 2004), pp. 17-21.
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 Nietzsche's conception of the Dionysian. Yet, despite his prominence and connec
 tions with the visual arts (notably Dada), Varèse's materialist trajectory was not
 pursued until the 1950s and '60s, with the emergence of Cage and full-blown
 "sound art."

 More broadly, I suggest that this association of modernism with a predomi
 nantly idealist and formalist conception of music and sound is, in part, responsi
 ble for the refusal or inability of postmodernist critical and art-historical
 approaches to deal with the sonic arts. The conception of music as, at best, an
 autonomous formal domain and, at worst, a domain possessed of spiritual preten
 sions did not suit the critical discourses that arose in the 1960s. Yet it seems to me

 that the materialist alternative made possible by the audio technologies of the late
 nineteenth century and followed by Varèse, Cage, and others is equally anathema
 to the theories of representation and signification that have dominated critical
 discourse over the past half century. Such a materialism challenges the residual
 humanism and idealism of theories founded on a conception of language and dis
 course that, in line with the oldest European metaphysics and theology, grants
 humans an ontological uniqueness and elevation above the rest of nature, con
 ceived always only as a correlate of the symbolic order. Along with the early
 abstractionists, I suggest that music and sound can once again provide a model for
 the other arts. Yet, instead of form and transcendence, this model is one of matter
 and immanence. Instead of asking of an image, text, or sound what it means or
 represents, we ought to ask what it does, how it operates, what changes it effectu
 ates, what forces it channels, and how it affects bodies conceived not as signifying
 subjects but as themselves collections of material forces.14

 I began with a set of questions that I'd like to reiterate and expand in an
 effort to suggest a way of pursuing some of the suggestions I have laid out too
 briefly here. What is "abstraction" and "the abstract" vis-à-vis the visual, the musi
 cal, and the sonic? What is the relationship between "the abstract," on the one
 hand, and "the ideal," "the concrete," and "the material," on the other? Did the
 materialist technologies and ontologies of sound that emerged in the late nine
 teenth century affect pictorial abstraction and visual modernism in any important
 way? With their interest in noise, the temporality of sound, and the physical force
 of bodies, did the Futurists perhaps come closest to the conception of sound laid
 out by Nietzsche, Edison, and Varèse? And can any historical relationship be
 drawn between the "materialist" interests of some early abstractionists and the
 sonic materialism that emerged in the late nineteenth century?

 14. For an argument along these lines, see my "Beyond Representation and Signification: Toward a
 Sonic Materialism," Journal of Visual Culture (August 2011), pp. 145-61.

 CHRISTOPH COX is Professor of Philosophy at Hampshire College.
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 Robert Delaunay. Windows. 1912.
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 HAL FOSTER

 Along with its near coevals in the early twentieth century—collage, photomon
 tage, the readymade, the found object, assemblage, and construction—abstract
 painting was a breakthrough in artistic invention, one that resonated with similar rev
 olutions in other disciplines; on this point almost all of us agree. At the same time,
 however, abstract painting was also a breakdown in pictorial language, one in which
 an old order of truths and motivations fell away (along with, of course, the last bit of
 resemblance to the world) and a new note of anxiety and arbitrariness was raised
 (thus it was often said that the new art was "too subjective" or "merely decorative");
 it is this predicament that many of us now forget. In my view, abstraction is this crux,
 this doubleness of breakthrough and breakdown, and we don't do justice to it, his
 torically or theoretically, unless we take on its fundamental ambiguity as fully as pos
 sible. Abstraction presents a further paradox that is even more difficult to grasp.
 Even as abstraction marked a rupture with referential modes and an opening to new
 ones (e.g., abstract environments), it was a rupture that was soon enough recouped,
 at least discursively, at least in part, and recouped twice over. On the one hand,
 abstraction came to be deployed in defense against the very aesthetic arbitrariness it
 otherwise seemed to permit. On the other hand, it was used in support of the very
 historical continuity it otherwise seemed to break.1

 Let me take up these questions one at a time. First, how can abstraction, as
 an avatar of arbitrariness, be used to defend against this same arbitrariness?
 Consider the assertions of "necessity" in the early discourse of abstraction (the word
 was a mantra with Kandinsky, and he was hardly alone here). As often as not, this
 term stood for a re-grounding or a re-motivating of painting, before or beyond any
 referent, one that was rooted either in the materiality of the medium or in the ideal
 ity of a transcendental world—of pure forms, Platonic ideas, or aesthetic absolutes
 like "pure painting" or painting as such. Second, how can abstraction, as an epochal
 transformation in art history, be used to support art-historical continuity? Consider
 the ways in which, from Alfred Barr through Clement Greenberg and beyond, mod
 ernist art was made coherent primarily through a narrative of abstract painting, a
 narrative that was driven by the goal of its self-critical refinement (Greenberg: "I
 cannot insist enough that Modernism has never meant, and does not mean now,
 anything like a break with the past"). If we want to grasp the import of abstraction
 fully, we need to hold on to this doubleness—to retain its radicality and multiplicity
 and to acknowledge the many attempts, by inaugural artists and subsequent critics

 1. In the guise of "modernist painting"—a retrospective theory of Clement Greenberg and others,
 but one that was not simply imposed on practice (as is sometimes charged)—abstraction was subse
 quently used to defend against the very historical breaks that contemporaneous devices, such as the
 readymade, did indeed announce. In some quarters this defense held up until well after the return of
 such devices with the postwar neo-avant-garde.
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 alike, to control this radicality and that multiplicity. Any account of abstraction that
 is not alert to both its utopian-anarchic impulses (e.g., abstraction as the end of
 painting) and its traditional-conservative commitments (e.g., abstraction as the
 purification of painting) will miss the mark.

 One way to approach the double status of abstraction is to see it not as the
 end of representation but as the sublation of representation, that is, as both its nega
 tion and its preservation. In philosophical terms, even as abstraction tended to can
 cel any resemblance to reality, it also tended to affirm an ontology of the real. In
 other words, even as its principal protagonists eschewed painting as a picture of the
 epiphenomenal world, they also insisted on painting as an analogue of a noumenal
 world; indeed, the former was often a precondition of the latter. Thus, in different
 ways, Kandinsky, Malevich, and Mondrian all painted a transcendental reality and
 negated appearance only in order to affirm this reality: resemblance was sacrificed at
 the altar of the real, which thus became one with the ideal.

 So, too, in art-historical terms, did abstraction break with representa
 tional painting in a way that often continued the tradition of the tableau.
 Indeed, some abstract painting is the very epitome of the tableau format, the
 ultimate refinement of its concerns with compositional unity, pictorial totality,
 the "pregnant moment," the epiphanic viewer, and the pure present. Of course,
 going from Denis Diderot to Michael Fried and beyond, one ideal of the proper
 picture has been the integral human subject, defined first as a unitary (depict
 ed) figure and then as a unitary (abstracted) ego. The integral painting mirrors
 the integral viewer and vice versa; in this regard, aesthetic contemplation does
 not transport us beyond ourselves so much as it allows us to reexperience the
 exhilaration of our own imaginary self-completion. In this light, too, abstract
 painting is not opposed to perspectival painting (as was so often claimed): both
 project a punctual subject, both unify a pictorial field, both allow for a stable
 gaze, and so on. As such, abstraction is not the definitive other of "classical rep
 resentation" (as understood by Michel Foucault and Louis Marin) but its ulti
 mate form. In short, ontologically and aesthetically, both the real and the sub
 ject are made more sovereign, not less, as they are rendered more abstract
 through abstract painting.2

 2. There are many other ambiguities of abstraction to consider. For example, abstraction as a with
 drawal from the world into the purity of the purely pictorial or the purely optical and as a commitment to
 the world, a world become abstract through the commodity and the machine (e.g., Léger) and/or made
 to appear so through scientific analysis and visual theory (e.g., Delaunay). Abstraction as an isolation of
 the visual sense and as a rupture of this isolation through an opening to the synesthetic. Abstraction as
 driven by a reification of vision and as an opening to a plentitude that resists this reification. . ..
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 MARKFRANKO

 The influence of abstraction on early-twentieth-century dance in the United
 States and Western Europe can be considered from at least four analytical view
 points: 1) the relationship of modernist ballet and modern dance to theatrical and
 choreographic traditions from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century; 2) the
 visual presentation of bodies in particular choreographies, which raises the issue of
 costume with respect to the self-connoting human form; 3) the representation of
 dancers and dance in experimental visual art, photography, and film; 4) writing in
 which corporeal movement is endowed with the role of a generative modernist
 poetic. Broader issues stemming from these considerations include: choreographic
 abstraction as resistance to narrative and character; the resolution of the dancing
 body into lines and planes that have a dehumanizing or de-gendering effect;
 degrees of embodiment and disembodiment in the representation of movement in
 modernist literature; the isolation of movement as such as the proper subject mat
 ter of dance, especially with regard to the relation of kinesthesia and rhythm to the
 image; and, finally, the relation of the concept of the image itself to dance as a per
 formative phenomenon, e.g., the fact that dance is a performance art that
 intersects the visual, the kinesthetic, and the theatrical.

 I shall briefly consider each of these topics in turn.

 *

 Modernist choreographers famously resisted the story ballets of the nineteenth
 century. With this rejection of narrative went a changed institutional framework for
 the productions of the (primarily) female soloist within which figures such as Loie

 Oskar Schlemmer. Costume Designs /or Triadic Ballet.
 1926. © Oskar Schlemmer Estate.

This content downloaded from 
������������137.83.217.149 on Sat, 17 Oct 2020 01:50:44 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Abstraction, 1910-1925: Franko 37

 LoieFuller. Serpentine Dance (II). 1897-99.

 Fuller, Valentine de Saint Point, Mary Wigman, Antonia Mercé (La Argentina), and
 Martha Graham, among others, produced solos with neither story nor character.
 Fuller developed an original technology of lighting projection to complement cos
 tumes of extended fabric in which her bodily outlines virtually disappeared. Not only
 was the vocabulary of classical ballet rejected by these soloists, so too was the entire
 production milieu of the opera house in which ballet was considered as a bourgeois
 art form. Belonging to this group, but also diverging from it in terms of site of display,
 was Josephine Baker, whose venue was film and the Parisian music-hall revue. Baker's
 aesthetic suggested the machine through its extreme speed. In this connection, one
 should also take into consideration the contribution made by the chorus line of pre
 cision dancing to the advent of abstract dance in the 1920s and beyond (the Tiller
 Girls, Busby Berkeley, Radio City Music Hall). The soloists of historical modern dance
 can be grouped in a preliminary fashion according to their positions on the organic
 and the mechanical. "Organic" movement is generally considered to be curvilinear
 and flowing, whereas "mechanical" movement is angular and abrupt (notably in the
 machine-dance genre). The "industrial" qualities of movement play a role in the ten
 dency toward abstraction. The issue of organic and mechanical movement
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 sometimes was used to distinguish modern dance from ballet and was also discussed
 with respect to the movement of the individual versus the movement of the group. In
 addition to the chorus-line phenomenon, there was the mass-dance phenomenon of
 politically oriented dance in the 1920s and '30s. In the background of both was
 Taylorism, the social engineering of the worker's bodily movement, which also speaks
 to alienation.

 *

 The innovative use of space in conjunction with costumes that abstract the
 human form is a particularity of Oskar Schlemmer's Triadic Ballet and the Bauhaus
 dances. Schlemmer belongs in the lineage that began with Fuller, with technological
 innovations in the production aesthetic being at least as important as innovations in
 movement vocabulary. At the same time, aspects of Schlemmer's work can be seen to
 derive from anti-normative seventeenth-century French court ballet where the
 human form was rendered geometrically. A divergent example of retrospective mod
 ernism is to be found with Georges Balanchine, who developed the plotless ballet by
 resorting to principles of classical technique originating in the seventeenth century,
 as for example in Apollo (1928). Picasso's Cubist costumes for Parade (Ballets Russes)
 could also be considered in this context, as could design aspects of Swedish Ballet
 productions. Given that dance is a "figurai" art, if only in the sense that it is based on
 the human figure, abstraction in the medium entails a certain kind of dehumaniza
 tion. Put otherwise, what becomes abstracted from the human figure is movement.
 And, by the same token, in order to be visualized, movement itself is first conceptual
 ized as an essential property of dance, and one that is defining of its modernity.

 *

 Aspects of abstraction in dance are mirrored in the presence of dancing in
 visual art, photography, and film. One instructive example would be Kandinsky's
 studies of the dancer Gret Palucca. From this one can derive a certain idea of dance

 without the dancer, such as in Fernand Léger's film Ballet Mécanique. These examples
 suggest the hypothesis that dance became a paradigm for the abstraction of the body
 in and as movement. That is, it might be fruitful to examine how abstraction operates
 between the body and movement. The direct relation of dance to visual-art produc
 tion can be interrogated and the issue of dance as an inspiration for the visual artist
 can be approached with questions as to their extension's remaining open.

 *

 In the work of figures such as Heinrich von Kleist, Edward Gordon Craig,
 and Stéphane Mallarmé, critical statements of literary modernism and avant
 garde theatrical theory complement the presence of dance in visual culture by
 introducing a trope of depersonalization or impersonality that also dominated
 Anglo-American modernism through Imagism. Jacques Rivière's essay on Vaslav
 Nijinsky's Rite of Spring is an important example, as is Siegfried Kracauer's essay on
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 "The Mass Ornament." In literary statements of this type, the dancing body is
 being radically redefined, as is the notion of expression. One might venture to say
 that dance succumbs to the influence of abstraction through the agency of the
 image, but that modernist visual abstraction concerned with dance reconfigures

 Vastly Kandinsky. Three Curves Meeting
 at a Single Point. Artists Rights Society

 (ARS), New York/AD AGP, Paris.

 the image according to kinaesthetic categories such as movement and rhythmicity.
 One level of abstraction is to be found by abstracting the body from movement.

 *

 One can speculate, then, that the abstraction of motion from the corporeal
 necessity of the human body is a tendency of modernist dance that is also a feature of
 visual art. Visual abstraction in painting, for example, which takes dance as a "theme"
 or subject matter, concerns the capturing of motion—understood as qualities of
 energy and rhythm—in the image or as an image that eliminates the mimesis of the
 human body. So that one might ask whether visual abstraction is influential on dance
 modernism or whether dance itself is not a—perhaps even the—impetus to abstrac
 tion in the visual field. It is also important to note that visual abstraction of the body
 exceeds the high-art field and is invested in social issues.

 MARK FRANKO is Professor of Dance and Coordinator of Graduate Studies at Temple
 University.
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 PETER GALISON

 In its usual presentation, the new or "modern" physics of the early twentieth
 century is depicted as a study in galloping generalization. On one end of a vast lin
 ear spectrum: a mid-century factory floor covered by an assembly of electromagnets,
 electronics, meters. On the other: an ethereal realm of the most abstract theories of

 physics. What links the two? What relation is there between the concrete things of
 the laboratory-factory and the mathematical physical signs scrawled on a blackboard
 or journal article? Here, a few telegraphic notes against the idea of a single linear
 scale from most concrete to most abstract—a brief that such a linear scheme of pro
 gressive abstraction gets the history, philosophy, and physics wrong.

 Viewed as a historical parable, the process of a sequential shedding of the
 material, particular, and concrete might be called one of ascending abstraction.
 From the grubby details of an experiment, the first stage up might be merely phe
 nomenological, non-explanatory curve-fitting. Such purely descriptive curves are
 then (so goes the usual story) ramped up in generality and eventually captured by
 laws. Those laws are progressively embedded in other, more general ones, until
 the process stops with the overarching unifying theories of physics. From the
 familiar seventeenth-century story, here is a textbook model (problematic in many
 ways, but useful as an illustration of how the story gets told) for the great move
 ments of the twentieth. Start with Tycho Brahe's naked-eye measurement of plan
 etary positions from his castle redoubt at Oraniburg: planetary positions mea
 sured against the fixed stars. Johannes Kepler captured that data by ellipses in the
 sense that all the measured points are on or near the elliptical orbit and the ellip
 tical orbit interpolates between the actual data. Up another step: Kepler's laws
 (e.g., if one imagined a line from the sun to a planet, that line would sweep out in
 equal areas in equal times) characterized all the planetary orbits. Finally, Newton
 used his theory of gravitation to appropriate Kepler's laws—Newton could deduce
 Kepler's laws and ellipses from the universal law of gravity.

 A mathematical curve (ellipse) is more abstract than the actual angular posi
 tions of the planets that Brahe marked down in his logs. Kepler's law of equal
 areas is more abstract still, and, just in virtue of being further removed from the
 observations, Newton's F=mlm2/r2 is yet more abstract. Each level seems to
 embrace the others, and abstraction appears as a species of generalization cou
 pled with an ontological shift of register away from materiality. Each step up the
 Great Chain of Abstraction appears to be a step toward generalization as well.

 But generalization alone does not seem to be exactly equivalent to abstrac
 tion: in biological classification, the classification hierarchy runs like this:
 Individual -> species -> genus -> family -> order -> class -> phylum -> kingdom ->
 domain -> life.
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 A genus is defined by the set of features common to the species, and a fam
 ily picked out by characteristics common to genuses. Species of the tree-frog
 family Rhacophoridae, for example, can, at first glance, look astonishingly dif
 ferent—one species is typically 1.5 cm long and another 12 cm—yet they have
 enough in common to be grouped together. Similarly, many families with some
 shared traits wind up under the suborder Neobratrachia, which in turn is part of
 an order, all the way up to the kingdom of Animalia. This hierarchy feels like
 generalization—but while Animalia seems more general than Neobratrachia, it
 is not clear that Animalia is more abstract (ontologically). The set of all Animalia
 may be more general than that of all red foxes, but being more inclusive doesn't
 seem to make it more abstract—at least not in the physicists' sense (general rela
 tivity or string theory).

 Metaphysically inclined philosophers have frequently wanted to make causal
 inefficacy the identifying feature of abstract entities. The square root of two
 doesn't cause anything to happen; my hammer might. So how would this charac
 terization of abstraction hold up in the context of physics? The highest-flyers of
 generalization in early-twentieth-century "modern" physics would, without doubt,
 be relativity and quantum mechanics—alongside their post-World War II fusion
 in relativistic quantum-field theory. An example: from the 1930s through the '50s,
 the standard way of narrating the history of relativity was to rehearse the many
 unsuccessful attempts to detect the ether. Those attempts became more and more
 precise, driving the ether, so to speak, into an ever-tighter corner until, finally,
 Einstein applied the coup de grâce. Einstein: "The luminiferous ether will prove
 to be a superfluous concept." With the ether gone, absolute space seemed eviscer
 ated. In its place, Einstein offered a new physics in which every constantly moving
 frame of reference was equivalent to every other. One could no longer pick out a
 privileged frame of reference that would count as absolute space or define the
 frame in which absolute time would tick off its intervals. Theory, in the view of
 ascending abstraction, stood as a summary, the peak of a mountain trail blazed
 with a long, inexorable series of laboratory experiments.

 But should Einstein's work on relativity in 1905 be seen as the harbinger of
 this kind of high-peak abstraction?1 Born into a family that made precision
 electromechanical devices, Einstein was always at ease with electrical engineering.
 Far from the popular portrait of him as a mechanical incompetent, as a student he
 skipped advanced classes in mathematics to tinker in the basement laboratory. For
 years after graduation, he worked as a patent officer, evaluating proposals, writing
 opinions, assessing technological validity—he testified as an expert witness in
 patent-violation suits and secured his own patents on gyrocompasses and even a
 refrigerator. It was while working in the patent office that, in 1905, Einstein had
 his "miracle year" in science—publishing on relativity, the light quantum,
 Brownian motion, and the equivalence of mass and energy, E=mc2.

 1. Peter Galison, Einstein's Clocks, Poincaré's Maps (New York: W. W. Norton, 2003).
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 Indeed, the most salient piece of Einstein's contribution to relativity was his
 exchange of time for times—and that piece was tightly wound around the triple inter
 section of the technology, the physics, and the philosophy of his day. Henri Poincaré,
 the French mathematician, philosopher, and physicist, was both the object of young
 Einstein's intense study and, to a certain degree, his competitor. Both scientists used
 metaphors that were more than metaphors to reformulate their notion of time. In a
 foundational article on the meaning of time, Poincaré wrote in 1898 that simultane
 ity was to be defined by a procedure illustrated by two longitude-determining telegra
 phers who set their clocks by the exchange of an electric pulse in order to map the
 world. Was this merely a thought experiment, a brain-in-the-vat counterfactual? Not
 at all. Poincaré was at that time about to direct the prestigious Paris Bureau of
 Longitude—the time-defining procedure that he introduced in his article for the
 Revue (te métaphysique et de morale was precisely the one that his myriad military survey
 ors employed from Le Havre to Haiphong.

 For his part, Einstein began the most startling part of his relativity paper
 with a story about train clocks. How do we know the train arrives at the station
 at 7 p.m.? I look at my watch: if the train engine pulls in front of the watch when
 the watch hand is opposite the 7, I say it is so. But how do I know if the train
 arrives at another station at 7 p.m.? Then I have to synchronize clocks, and
 Einstein, like Poincaré, invoked the necessity of sending electromagnetic signals
 from point A to point B, taking into account the time of flight. Abstract? Very—
 a fundamental challenge to the nature of time. Concrete? Entirely—Einstein
 was looking at coordinated-train electric-clock patents by the dozens.

 Here, in many ways, was the most abstract physics idea ever promulgated,
 one that excited a culture, infuriated right-wing demagogues, and precipitated an
 upheaval in physics. Was it a metaphor about telegraphers and train engineers?
 Yes. Was it more than a metaphor? Yes.

 Alternatively, the abstraction story of modern physics can be run backwards—
 physicists reach high for abstractions and there follows a cascade down, a descending
 abstraction. Particle physics begets nuclear physics; nuclear physics leads to atomic
 physics; atomic physics drives us to molecular physics and chemistry... and eventual
 ly we arrive, many departments down, at the factory floor. Now, physicists knew and
 know perfectly well that they can't actually deduce, say, nuclear physics from particle
 physics—much less where elephants go to die from quantum electrodynamics. What
 they mean is that certain principles of chemistry could, in principle if not in fact, be
 explained by the underlying physical principles.

 No one exemplifies the descending abstraction strategy as well as the British
 theoretical physicist Paul Dirac, known as the "purest soul" of otherworldliness.
 Looking backwards from 1931—after his astonishing discovery of the now epony
 mous equation that described the relativistic electron—he wrote that the physi
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 cists of the nineteenth century expected their mathematics to get more and more
 complicated, but to remain grounded in traditional axioms. That did not happen:

 Non-Euclidean geometry and noncommutative algebra, which were at
 one time considered to be purely fictions of the mind and pastimes of
 logical thinkers, have now been found to be very necessary for the
 description of general facts of the physical world. It seems likely that
 this process of increasing abstraction will continue in the future and
 the advance in physics is to be associated with continual modification
 and generalization of the axioms at the base of mathematics rather
 than with a logical development of any one mathematical scheme ...2

 But whether we build up from concrete things to abstract ones or leap to the
 heights of abstraction and step down, one idea remains in common: the long lin
 ear spectrum. It seems to me that we often face a very different relation of con
 crete and abstract. Dirac's papers are the paradigm of formal, imageless, algebraic
 exposition. Often disdaining even words, he took equations and their intrinsic
 beauty to be the alpha and omega of scientific reason. But there is more here. On
 a never-published scrap of paper written forty years after his fundamental equa
 tion, Dirac contrasted the algebraic abstraction with the almost tactile form of
 geometrical thought: "I prefer the geometric method. Not mentioned in pub
 lished work because it is not easy to print diagrams. With the algebraic method
 one deals with equ[ations] between algebraic quantities. Even tho I see the consis
 tency and logical connections ... they do not mean very much to me. I prefer the
 relationships which I can visualize in geometric terms."3

 There was more: in his papers lies a thick stack of geometrical musings. As a
 young man growing up in a working-class section of Bristol, he came of age being
 taught to think in projective geometry, the long-abandoned project, begun dur
 ing the French Revolution, to bring reasoning to the citizens. When Dirac moved
 up and out of Bristol, to Cambridge, he joined a world that valued abstraction—
 but out of sight, he "suppressed" his training in the mechanical arts, electrical
 engineering, and projective geometry, translating, as it were, out to the "moderni
 ty" of algebra alone.

 So here is my view: the concrete does not sit at the antipode of abstraction.
 There is no line chart from concrete to abstract, and the metaphors of physics
 often take us simultaneously up to ideas and down to grubby machines. The most
 abstract concepts of modern science do not abandon the most concrete: they
 enfold them.

 2. P.A.M. Dirac, "Quantised Singularities in the Electromagnetic Field," Proceedings of the Royal
 Society, A 133, 60 (1931), p. 60.
 3. Peter Galison, "The Suppressed Drawing: Paul Dirac's Hidden Geometry," Representations (Fall
 2000), p. 146.

 PETER GALISON is the Pellegrino University Professor in the History of Science and
 Physics at Harvard University.

This content downloaded from 
������������137.83.217.149 on Sat, 17 Oct 2020 01:50:44 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 PHILIPPE-ALAIN MICHAUD

 Throughout the twentieth century, from Siegfried Kracauer to André Bazin
 to Serge Daney, the analysis of film was modeled on the analysis of photography.
 Film was often thought of as an extension of the photographic image's instanta
 neous capture of time and movement, and its interpretation was conditioned by
 the industrialization of the filmic experience. However, beginning in the 1920s,
 the emergence of abstraction in film appeared as an apparatus [dispositif | of resis
 tance against the illusionistic power of the moving image, a resistance that rejects
 photography's a priori determination of film. The aporia that artists taking up
 film must overcome is then the following: if the shot's instantaneity remains the
 necessary (or quasi-necessary1) precondition for film, how might one then rid it
 of its documentary nature? Or, to pose the question from the point of view of
 reception, how might one conceive of the screen as a surface that offers itself to
 the singular powers of inscription and construction rather than as a window that
 opens out onto a fictitious depth?

 Viking Eggeling's Diagonal Symphony and Hans Richter's Rhythmus 21 are usu
 ally considered to be the first abstract films in the experimental tradition (even
 though there exist spontaneously or unconsciously abstract films in the scientific
 cinema of the 1910s). Between 1918 and 1921, Eggeling and Richter tried to endow
 painting with a diachronic dimension by exploring a series of plastic solutions in
 order to present a succession of geometric forms in time. By tracing evolutionary
 abstract motifs on long scrolls of paper borrowed from the Chinese tradition,
 Eggeling and Richter sought to achieve a veritable graphic reinvention of film:
 Eggeling by exploring the possibilities of the line or of the arabesque; Richter by
 exploring those of the surface. The instantaneity of the shot did not disappear, but
 it became nothing more than the concluding operation, a posteriori, of the filmic
 process. In his film, Eggeling, using masks made of tin plates, organizes his motifs in
 a strictly equivalent system of appearances and disappearances, producing a closed
 economy based on an internal balance of forms, independent of any subjective view
 point. If Eggeling is therefore able to de-subjectify the shot, it nevertheless remains
 dependent on a distribution of form on the surface that ultimately falls back on spa
 tial illusionism. In Rhythmus 21, on the other hand, Richter develops a concept
 entirely deduced from the film's frame (or almost entirely—a single diagonal line
 appears in the film). Everything that appears on the screen proceeds from the
 shape of the screen itself: the rectangles that grow or shrink are screens parallel to
 the screen; the lines sweeping horizontally or vertically across the projection's sur
 face are screens perpendicular to the screen. There is thus no more difference

 1. One would obviously need to consider the question of film made without a camera: painted
 films, scratched films, photograms ... that is, various types of movies made without film.
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 between the nature of the screen and the nature of the images projected onto it. By
 tearing through the screen's vitreous surface, Richter affirms the inherently con
 structible nature of film and substitutes its ties to photography with new,
 architectural bonds. Indeed, two architectural elevation plans consisting of an
 arrangement of screens that he called "photograms" (stills) were what he chose to
 illustrate two articles about film he and Van Doesburg published in De Stijl in 1923.2
 Thus, in the light of Rhythmus 21, the usual meaning that we accord to the terms
 "realism" and "abstraction" are inverted; the image captured via a real, reputedly

 Viking Eggeling. Diagonal Symphony. 1921-24.

 realist, shot is nothing but a dematerialization of volume, reduced to its figurai
 appearance, while the abstract image generates a moment of indexicality. This is
 not, mind you, the indexicality that, for Roland Barthes or Rosalind Krauss, attaches
 itself to the photographic image as a witness to or deposit of what has been, but an
 effect of indexicality hie et nunc, one that brings forth, through the very appearance
 of an image, the filmic apparatus in its presence and opacity. In this regard, the
 inaugural moment of abstraction that plays itself out in Rhythmus 21 will be
 inscribed in a lasting way into the experimental tradition, which can undoubtedly
 be defined as such on the basis of this hypothesis about the existence of film:
 according to the experimental tradition, film does not show reality, it describes
 itself through images of reality.

 2. Hans Richter, "Filmmomente," De Stijlb, no. 5 (June 1923).
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 How, then, to take up the Platonic phrase "save the phenomena"—or, for
 that matter, to save the photographic? Man Ray in Retour à la Raison (1923) and
 Fernand Léger in Ballet Mécanique (1923-24) both seem to answer this question,
 each in his own modality. Retour à la Raison, for example, remains fundamentally
 governed by a photographic aesthetic, with prominent images including a field
 of daisies; the lights of a fair; the torso of a naked woman undulating in the
 striped light falling through a set of blinds; a spiraled mobile dangling from the
 ceiling; a carton of eggs twirling around a wire; a sequence of about thirty

 Hans Richter. Rhythmus 21. 1921-25.

 meters created without a camera, by exposing the film directly to light. Plastic
 and formal themes familiar from Man Ray's photographic oeuvre can be found
 here: the use of lighting effects in order to overcome the opposition between
 abstract forms and figures, the juxtaposition of positive and negative images,
 and recourse to solarization; the ornamental treatment of the human body, par
 ticularly the feminine nude. At the same time, his minimal use of montage, not
 in order to assemble sequences or shots but to disjoint them, remains irre
 ducible to photography, and represents the principles of an aesthetic of
 improvisation that Man Ray would explicitly reclaim as the driving force of his
 cinematic compositions: "All the films I have made have been improvisations. I
 did not write scenarios. It was automatic cinema."
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 Where Man Ray uses improvisation to frustrate the referentiality of the pho
 tographic image, Léger uses close-ups and montage. Like Rhythmus 21, Ballet
 Mécanique was born from a series of paintings in which Léger undertook an explo
 ration of the cinematic qualities of various ornamental motifs, which he would
 later associate in his film with photographic material, using industrial accessories,
 domestic objects, and even found footage in order to organize them all "in a con
 stant opposition of violent contrasts." The close-up (which Léger considered the
 unique invention of film) montage in rapid succession is not used in order to
 reveal the hidden aspects of things; on the contrary, it is employed to fragment or
 hide them, and the montage itself is designed like collage, which, according to
 Léger, constitutes the true origin of film.

 Pasted and cut-up papers are examples of objects removed from reality; they
 are integrated into the work without elaboration, first shattering the unity of the
 representation and subsequently the unity of the work of art, which is usually
 understood as a completed totality. In Ballet Mécanique, Léger substitutes a unique,
 singular point of view with a multiplicity of angles, fragmenting the illusion of spa
 tial continuity. The image is composed rhythmically; ornamental motifs are
 indefinitely altered, repeated, and exchanged. As if creating a temporal collage,
 Léger uses overlays, wipes, and freeze-frames to dissolve the iconographie content
 of the shot and to make the surface appear as such. Insisting on the surface to the
 detriment of the photographic dimension of the image is the engine of abstrac
 tion, which would remain the watchword in experimental cinema but which we
 see also at work, here and there, in fictional cinema, as opaque spots in the trans
 parent flow of its narrative. Examples from within the chronological limits of
 MoMA's exhibition include the sets designed by Robert Mallet-Stevens for
 L'Herbier's L'Inhumaine (1924), which transform the frame into an architectural
 apparatus, and the textiles that routinely invade the image in Jacques Feyder's
 L'Atlantide (1921), substituting figures with ornamental motifs and giving us, even
 as those figures disappear, the phenomenon of the objectification of the field.

 —Translated by Sam Cate-Gumpert and Masha Chlenova

 PHILIPPE-ALAIN MICHAUD is the Film Curator at the Musée national d'art moderne

 Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris.
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 R. H. QUAYTMAN

 The work of plastic art does not express anything.

 —Wladyslaw Strzeminski (1893-1952)

 Did early abstraction inadvertently indoctrinate us into modes of thinking and
 perceiving that now prevent the revolutionary experience they first provided?

 Is it possible to look and understand this evacuation of the subject and the tem
 poral as if it were an archaic written language, the sound of which has been lost or
 perhaps was never even meant to be spoken?

 How to inherit abstraction as a painter?
 It is my belief, based on experience, that abstraction and especially early abstrac

 tion constituted a revolutionary break: it demanded and returned the gaze of monoc
 ular and binocular vision—of a heavy moving body contested, sometimes violently, in
 public spaces. On a few occasions, I've been able to see early abstraction in the way I
 intuit it was made to be seen. I can describe it only like this: as looking at a form
 whose expression is simultaneously forcefully directed to the viewer and obliquely
 towards its own problems/thoughts—communicating nothing but itself to you or
 not—in indifferent clarity and generous legibility. In short, the feeling of something
 alive and equivalent to life. This sensation of equivalence, as the works age, is harder
 to access. Paintings, like words, lose their origin and become, over time, emblems. I
 believe, like Mondrian, that the temporal is diagonal—and orthogonal. Wherever a
 diagonal or curvilinear shape appears in abstraction, its date appears with it.
 Mondrian's paintings, which I began reproducing in the late 1980s, resisted being
 straightened back onto the two-dimensional bounded plane of the experience he
 meant them to give. In order to even understand this resistance, I had to have the

 Ii. H. Quaytman.
 Lodz Poem (1928,

 Spatial Composition
 23.3 Parsecs Away)

 Chapter 2. 2004.
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 Quaytman. Constructivismes,
 Chapter 13. 2008.

 first experience described above of communicating nothing but itself. This is what I
 mean by the idea that through early abstraction I learned not to see it. To see it as it
 was meant, outside of time. I wish abstraction, in all its revolutionary anticipation,
 had figured out a non-reactionary way to reify its own longevity and that it could trav
 el through time with its equivalency machine still ticking.
 Katarzyna Kobro (1898-1951), who made one of the few works I believe is
 traveling through time intact, wrote a motto I live by: "I like to have fun by cor
 recting what was not finished in any former artistic movement."1
 While participating in Leah Dickerman's think tank on early abstraction, we
 had the opportunity to visit the conservation laboratory at MoMA. While there, we

 1. Katarzyna Kobro, Katarzyna Kobro 1898-1951 (Leeds: Henry Moore Institute, 1999).
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 Quaytman. (White on White), Chapter 24. 2011.

 were shown an X-ray of Malevich's 1918 Suprematist Composition: White on White. I was
 given permission by the museum to use the image of this X-ray, which I then silk
 screened onto a wood panel with red and green inks. I also painted a trompe l'oeil
 edge in oil on the left side. One of the things I love about this image is that it not
 only depicts an abstract depth, it also reveals indecision and complexity—the
 amount of work that went into the painting of the painting before it arrived at its
 revolutionary conclusion.

 "I have ripped through the blue lampshade of the constraints of color. I
 have come out in the white. Follow me, comrade aviators. Swim into the abyss.
 I have set up the semaphores of Surprematism."2

 2. Kazimir Malevich, in "Non-Objective Art and Suprematism" (1919), Art in Theory: 1900-2000
 (Blackwell: Oxford, 2003), p. 292.

 R. H. QUAYTMAN is an artist based in New York.
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