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For Jasper and Mae


The camera hidden behind the keyhole is a tell-tale eye which captures what it can. But what about the rest? What about what happens beyond the limits of its field of vision? It’s not enough. So, make ten, a hundred, two hundred holes, install as many cameras and shoot miles and miles of film.

MICHELANGELO ANTONIONI, 1965
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INTRODUCTION

The Turn from Truth

The artist Ed Ruscha was asked in 1972 about the books of drab architectural and landscape photographs he had been publishing over the last several years. “I don’t even look at it as photography,” Ruscha asserted. “They’re just images to fill a book.” He was then asked, “Are they equivalent to drawings?” The artist replied, “No, no . . . the camera is used simply as a documentary device, the closest documentary device, that’s what it’s all about. . . . Drawings would never express the idea—I like facts. Facts, facts are in those books.”1

Ruscha had been making similar remarks about his photobooks since the middle of the 1960s. As early as 1965, he had said, “My pictures are not that interesting, nor the subject matter. They are simply a collection of ‘facts.’” In 1969, he added, “I don’t have any message about the subject matter at all. They’re just natural facts, that’s all they are.” His aim, he later professed, was “just laying down the facts of what is out there.”2

The photographs in question do more or less bear out Ruscha’s emphatic claims.3 Take Eileen Feather Salon, 14425 Sherman Way, Van Nuys, one of the photographs in Ruscha’s 1967 book Thirtyfour Parking Lots in Los Angeles (figs. 1, 2).4 Although we might detect more poetry here, at least in retrospect, than Ruscha’s remarks pretend, the work is indeed dominated overall by aesthetic withholding—by its low contrast, its short shadows, its casual angle and cropping. These, together with the cheap linearity of the architecture itself and the worn dryness of the landscape, suggest a hard refusal of the traditional revelatory power of modernist photography. Emptiness and linearity stand for the lack of any central truth; planarity is offered as a symptom of the superficiality of the picture, and perhaps even of reality itself.5

This thin mode of surface representation was a sharp, and very recent, turn for Ruscha at this time. Compare the salon’s parking lot to another oblique street view that the artist, still in the thrall of moody expression, had made in New York as late as 1961 (fig. 3). The near windowsill is out of focus, the panel truck is inky and volumetric, and the pedestrians at left levitate dramatically off the overexposed sidewalk. The world pictured here is thick with meanings, many of them intriguingly veiled. Not so the Los Angeles of gray surfaces we see six years later. The artist emphasized repeatedly that his photographs after 1962 were working against revelatory idealism and in favor of mere information: “Above all, the photographs I use are not ‘arty.’ . . . They are technical data like industrial photography.”6
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Fig. 1. Ed Ruscha, Thirtyfour Parking Lots in Los Angeles, 1967 (details). Photobook (Whitney Museum of American Art, New York).
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Fig. 2. Ed Ruscha, Eileen Feather Salon, 14425 Sherman Way, Van Nuys, from Thirtyfour Parking Lots in Los Angeles, 1967. Gelatin silver print, sheet: 7 × 8¾ in. (17.8 × 22.2 cm); image: 6¼ × 8 in. (15.9 × 20.3 cm). Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, Purchase with funds from The Leonard and Evelyn Lauder Foundation, and Diane and Thomas Tuft.

Why might Ruscha have wanted to produce photographs of this kind, and why would he have made such insistent and repetitive claims about them? After World War II, the rise of Big Science, the development of the military-industrial complex, and the increasingly statistical management of many kinds of activity made for a rapid and pervasive social transformation. The very idea of knowledge came to be differently handled and understood, with facts—often expressed as numerical data, or indeed as photographs—increasingly emerging as the guiding form. Such developments were particularly palpable in Southern California, the home not only of Ruscha but also of much of America’s aerospace and military research industries.7

It was not just industrial engineers who fervently believed in facts but also managers, policy-makers, and famously even television detectives. It was at mid-century that most major U.S. universities founded departments of statistics, and the Vietnam War itself was being managed by a former statistician—U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara—who “[pored] over page after page of data . . . studying all those statistics . . . looking for American production indices in an Asian political revolution.” (Robert Kennedy called McNamara “The computer.”)8 Meanwhile, Clark Kerr, the highly visible president of the University of California, was working to make “the knowledge industry” better serve “the information society,” and the Kennedy and Johnson administrations began applying systems analysis, developed for military purposes, to the management of social programs. Over the same period, the success of quantification in the social and medical sciences led to calls for numerical analysis in all public decisions. A prominent historian has put one of the key epistemic questions of the twentieth century this way: “Can objectivity replace expertise?”9

[image: Images]

Fig. 3. Ed Ruscha, New York, 1961. Gelatin silver print, sheet: 2⅞ × 2[image: Images] in. (7.3 × 6.5 cm); image: 2⅛ × 2⅛ in. (5.4 × 5.4 cm). Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, gift of the artist, courtesy Gagosian Gallery.

Such developments were widely criticized. Indeed it was above all the critics who pointed to and characterized this culture of fact, which they saw as a threat to the very core of civilization. Herbert Marcuse wrote his 1964 book One-Dimensional Man as a polemic against the growing “façade of objective rationality,” arguing that, under contemporary conditions, “domination is transfigured into administration.”10 Protesters, meanwhile, complained of the “‘IBM’ syndrome” and “our IBM civilization,” while Lewis Mumford published a two-volume history and polemic called The Myth of the Machine (1967, 1970).11 Perhaps most popularly, Theodore Roszak characterized the counterculture itself as a movement pitched specifically against the inhumanity of technocracy. “Objectivity,” he wrote with alarm, “has become the commanding life style of our society: the one most authoritative way of regarding the self, others, and the whole of our enveloping reality.”12

Under these conditions, many artists shared Ruscha’s preoccupations. The photographs of Bernd and Hilla Becher were seen as “based on the real facts,” and as “exact photographic records of facts,” while the painter Gerhard Richter declared, “What is good about a picture is . . . always factual.”13 The conceptual artist Douglas Huebler wrote, “Objects, words, and facts, in themselves, exist without ‘meaning.’ . . . The function of the work is co-extensive with the facts.” Vija Celmins characterized her means of making drawings and prints as “Just deadpan. Just the facts,” while Richard McLean said that his photorealist paintings were bound up with “the object . . . independent of your ego’s attempts to place a value on it. Or meaning. Just hard, unalterable. . . . It’s just there.”14

For all their agreement on the word fact, these artists produced an astounding diversity of work. They shot photographs with their eyes closed, according to predetermined systems; they traveled to the desert, seeking matter in its most inert form; they produced exacting drawings of insignificant wavelets near the beach; they copied mediocre suburban snapshots in oil on canvas; and they organized all this recording activity into elaborate archival structures. Theirs was an art preoccupied not just with fact but with a broad constellation of loosely related concepts, including materiality, superficiality, information, and indifference. At times, their art was especially interested in the systems in which facts were deployed as units.

This book aims to explain a seemingly irrevocable turn taken by the avant-garde in the years around 1968.15 It seeks also to allow that turn to speak revealingly to us not only about the Cold War, Vietnam, and the age of protest, but also about the emphatically empirical quality of modernity in general. While of course not explaining all avant-garde tendencies around 1968, the book argues that much of the period’s new artistic activity was propelled by a common fascination with fact as a predominant form of talking, thinking, and knowing. All this art was in some sense dialectical—clinging to fact and spurning it, courting the superficial but careening through it to the romantic and transcendental. Most of these artists, whatever their rhetoric, hated facts as much as they loved them. They were certainly as interested in facts’ emptiness as they were in their authority or power. Often their art was torn between the systematic and the handmade, even between the mechanical and a covert commitment to beauty. What matters to us in retrospect is that these artists were, in a rather complicated way, taken with facts, critically preoccupied with the apparently changing orientation of their society. I return here to the art of the late 1960s and early 1970s not in hopes of finding a radical negation of the direction of civilization, but rather in order to recover what this art learned about fact, and about the effects of its rising importance.

The weird, stringent brand of realism I have been starting to describe—which affected painting, sculpture, and performance as well as photography—amounted to an international movement, a new mode of art-making for which I propose the name factualism.16 While in the broader culture facts generally served as evidence for rational, if not moral, conclusions, the facts that most interested these artists were insignificant, often absurdly so. Theirs were generally not statistics about violence or poverty. Rather, their works comprised a list of distances (“3,573,000,000.00000000 miles to edge of solar system . . . .00000098 miles to cornea from retinal wall”), or a thorough photo-documentation of the water burbling up from a fountain in Turin’s Sambuy Garden between January 1 and January 5, 1970.17 While we might say, then, that this art resisted the factual orientation of the culture at large, it would be more accurate to see it as an effort to strain that empiricism through art’s traditional non-instrumentality. Evacuating purpose from the contemporary obsession with fact, this art made that obsession all the more apparent, and available for thought.

Factualism had the camera at its root. All the art treated here is in some way related to the camera, especially to the Instamatic handled in the mode of the amateur or the bureaucrat. (The brand name became a touchstone for much art photography in the period.) Some of the art is quite directly photographic, usually in the form of rather shapeless series; more often it takes up one of the many modes of contemporary art that we could call “para-photography”—remote desert sculptures made to be seen directly by few but circulated widely through photographs, realist drawings copied from photographs, abstract paintings begun from photographs, and so on.18 Specifically, these artists seem to have been drawn to the fact that photographs, even while serving very traditional pictorial functions, can be in some sense found rather than constructed. They saw that a photographic image, when made with enough disinterest, was satisfyingly quite unlike painting or sculpture—a record of things rather than a proposition.19 The factualist artists and their supporters continually emphasized that the camera was a machine, something that could make pictures mindlessly, without “the operator” exercising any judgment. It was “just . . . a recording device,” a set of “indifferent mechanical eyes.” Indeed, this book takes its title from the Canadian artist Jeff Wall’s 1970 self-characterization as only “somewhat more than just a ‘recording machine.’”20

Around 1968, North America and Western Europe were, if in a notably ambivalent and contentious way, enthralled with fact. The countries of the Cold War West roughly shared an implicit set of criteria for determining credibility and authority—criteria increasingly devoted to that which could be observed, measured, and photographically documented. While I generally discuss this condition as a culture of fact, I sometimes refer more precisely to a “recording-machine epistemology,” a phrase meant to denote not only collective fantasies about the camera, but also a wide range of related technologies and modes for looking at, representing, and thinking about the world.21 The idea of camera-as-machine is shorthand for activities as diverse as the statistical administration of the Vietnam War, the use of photographs in public debates over crime and espionage, the development of the military-industrial complex, the space race, atomic testing, certain strains of environmentalism, the explosive rise of plastics and of amateur snapshots, and the growing prominence of television and photojournalistic magazines. Together, these and other activities amounted to a new set of relationships to images, to meanings, to systems, and to the world per se. In discussing this epistemology, I mean to invoke much more than a context for the art. I mean to denote a historical situation that the art can retrospectively reveal to us, in a richness and variety that we have not yet seen.

The Cold War culture of fact had a long prehistory. Contested oppositions between fact and truth (or between information and knowledge) stretch back to antiquity, and modernity itself might be understood fundamentally as a force of empiricism, as the pursuit of enumeration and analytics.22 Some time ago, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer observed that “Enlightenment changes whatever does not reduce to numbers . . . into mere appearance.”23 The period around 1968 of course had its own particular relationship to this condition. I will not claim, however, that 1968 was the great high-water mark in the history of the social enthusiasm for fact. Rather, the period covered in this book was simply a moment when the culture of fact was very highly visible, especially to its critics, and when art, for various historical and art-historical reasons, took it up as a central critical preoccupation. I hope we might even find this art to contain a germ of energizing critique for today, a means for resisting the ongoing imperative—felt no less in the university than elsewhere—that we justify all human activity only with data.

I have focused on artists working in the United States and West Germany. Although these two nations cannot speak for all the Cold War West in 1968, let alone the world as a whole, there are several good reasons for focusing our inquiry there. These countries had both nurtured prominent schools of photography in the interwar period that straddled the realms of art and documentary: Neue Sachlichkeit in Germany, for example, and Farm Security Administration (FSA) photography in the United States. In the 1960s, these photographic histories intersected in both countries with the rising, if contested, importance of facts and of their systems. As perhaps no two other nations did, the Federal Republic of Germany and the United States also shared the Western position in the Cold War. The one was ground zero, directly facing the Berlin Wall and the Cold War’s most dangerously militarized border; the other was the military and economic anchor of the whole NATO alliance. In both nations, the interpretation of apparent facts in espionage photographs—most dramatically at the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis—seemed a matter germane to simple survival. Finally, these two countries, to a highly unusual degree, shared an art world in this period, with West German galleries and art fairs becoming one of the most important markets for new art from the United States.

This book recounts one episode in the recent history of capitalist culture. Specifically, it tells that history as a history of forms. The forms in question include unit, data, void—and, if the reader will allow an expansive notion of form—appearance, indifference, fixity, and, of course, fact. Such an account is offered in the understanding that these forms have been building blocks of recent experience, as it has been shaped by the recording machine. From this constellation of relevant cultural forms, I have chosen four especially important ones—machine, matter, surface, and system—as titles for the book’s four chapters.

Chapter 1, “Machine: Conceptual Photography,” considers attempts by several artists in the 1960s to attack and overturn the idealism at the heart of modernist art photography. The chapter looks especially closely at works by the Germans Bernd and Hilla Becher and the American Douglas Huebler, asking why so many artists in the period sought to make photographs that, in Huebler’s words, “don’t show anything pictorially interesting.”24 It considers, for example, Huebler’s Variable Piece #4 (1968; see fig. 4), which comprises ten street photographs the artist made while keeping his eyes closed, as well as the Bechers’ apparently infinite and senseless catalogues of industrial infrastructure. Seeing these works as assaults on traditional photographic efforts to locate and uncover the world’s hidden meanings, the chapter also addresses the humor and delicious absurdity in the art, its acknowledgment that any purely factual form of representation was ultimately impossible. The chapter concludes that this art can recast our historical understanding of the Cold War’s concerns with surveillance, cataloguing, and the very idea of meaningful visual information.

The book’s second chapter, “Matter: Art in the Desert,” examines the intense attraction many artists felt for the American desert in the years around 1968. Considering first of all the earthworks movement, the chapter argues that the desert appealed to artists seeking a landscape of sheer physical facts, a place apparently at the edge of culture and meaning. Michael Heizer’s Double Negative (1969; see fig. 45), for example, was conceived as a mark on a tabula rasa, a clean fact to be excavated from rock and frozen by photography. But, the chapter argues, this materialist fantasy was built rather ironically on the desert’s lush and contradictory associations—its roles, for example, as site of both the prehistoric and the high-tech, of both nihilism and transcendence. The chapter considers the desert’s associations with nuclear testing and with the lunar landing—its role as a place where the Cold War’s political idealism most dramatically boiled down to brute physicality. At the center of the chapter lies the work of the Latvian-born American artist Vija Celmins, whose stunning drawings copied from photographs of the eventless desert floor seem at once to reject landscape art’s traditional idealism and to hope that, through meticulous effort, the world might be made to reveal expressive depth after all.

Chapter 3, “Surface: Photorealist Painting,” aims to recover the revealing strangeness of photorealism, a movement largely ignored by scholars. The chapter focuses on works painted in Northern California by Richard McLean and especially by Robert Bechtle, seeing them as far from transparent or straightforward. McLean’s paintings, based on photographs from equestrian magazines, seem to reject painting’s traditional aim of revealing the essences of people and their situations, capturing mere surface appearances instead. Emphasizing the touching imperfections of the depicted poses, however, the paintings linger on the places where human efforts to bestow meaning on the world come up against their limits. Bechtle—whose paintings make analogies among photography, automobiles, and suburban landscaping—relentlessly amplifies the uncanniness of semi-posed snapshots. His paintings, I argue, act ambivalently against the traditional meaningfulness of portraiture, half-asserting and half-withdrawing the proposal that there is nothing about a person one can represent but her appearance.

Chapter 4, “System: Gerhard Richter,” focuses on another artist to whom the concept of appearance (Schein or Anschein) was especially important. Beginning with a short survey of the period’s obsession with what the critic Jack Burnham termed “Systems Esthetics,” the chapter focuses on Richter’s preoccupation with catalogues, especially ones that seem partial, absurdly meaningless, or otherwise failed.25 It examines Atlas, the artist’s ongoing collection of photographs organized inconsistently into visually and thematically related grids, as well as his meticulous but randomly organized color chart paintings. The chapter ends with a sustained reading of 48 Portraits (1971/1972; see fig. 122), a semi-systematic series of photo-paintings of figures from recent cultural and scientific history. Positioning this work in relation to the artist’s anti-ideological insistence on the inherent disorder of things—a stance explicitly founded in the social-scientific disasters of the Third Reich and the GDR—the chapter understands Richter’s work as an ongoing inquiry into the legitimacy of the inevitable human efforts to label and categorize the world. Richter’s art, the chapter argues, is built on the uncertain idea of the fact, the unit of data that might or might not be synthesized into understanding.

I chose the artists I did in hopes of exploring the broad variety of media and movements in which the factualist impulse flourished, and also in an effort to exemplify the major epistemic structures in question. My primary artists, with the exception of Gerhard Richter, also have the advantage of being known but not well studied. Thought of together as factualists, they can, I hope, provide a wedge for reorganizing the way we tell the art history of this period, helping us to see across the boundaries that have separated conceptual art, for example, from photorealist painting.26 For his part, Richter is included in hopes that considering his well-known work in this context will sharply alter our understanding of systems art in general around 1968—connecting it to the broad cultural questions about how facts might be responsibly handled.

Brief definitional notes are in order, then, about some of the key terms that come up in what follows.

Fact. Fact is one of the fundamental myths of modernity. The history of modernity might be understood as a process of granting an ever-greater role to fact, albeit with the constant recurrence of fact’s various explosive opposites—including myth, faith, and relativism. Facts are superficial by design; they are about what can be observed or calculated. In their purest form, they come as numbers. They are usually understood as distinct from truth and free of judgment. In general usage, however, facts are not entirely independent from truth, but serve rather to point to it—as when they are observed in an experiment or collected at a crime scene. In a prominent defense of science on humanistic terms in the 1950s, Jacob Bronowski expressly insisted that science was not “an endless dictionary of facts,” but, above all, a search for truth.27 The factualist artists, in this respect, differed prominently from many of the scientists, bureaucrats, and journalists they seemed to be quoting: they wanted to suspend their practice precisely before synthesis, where it remained merely observational.

Facts, we should note from the start, do not exist stably previous to interpretation, but are rather selectively plucked from the endless continuum of phenomena that might be observed. This willful characteristic of facts can be difficult to see, because—as Mary Poovey has pointed out in an excellent history of facts in England between 1500 and 1800—scientific modernity has waged a “long campaign” to foster the illusion that observation can be separated from interpretation. Already in the nineteenth century, however, J. R. McCulloch noted that scientists needed something like a hypothesis before even beginning to collect facts: “Observations are scarcely ever made or particulars noted for their own sake.” Following Poovey, we might say that facts occupy a strange realm between the world per se and our systems for knowing it. Paradoxically, they must be both detached from synthesis and slave to it, at once objective and telling.28 The supposed independence of facts from interpretation, even from all things human, was one of the contradictions of the recording-machine epistemology that the factualists most wanted to indulge and put pressure on.

Machine. The machine—a term always associated in this period with that most salient new administrative device, the computer—is a figure of scientific randomness, which is to say of both rigorous detachment and of indiscriminate lack of judgment. The term machine, furthermore, links this quality of anti-judgment specifically to modernity, suggesting that it may now be forever on the rise. As a cultural figure, the machine represents a new thoroughness, as well as liberation from mindless labor. But it also evokes numbing repetition and, as in the New Left’s evocation of “the war machine,” inhuman devastation. The word machine, like the word system, came to stand for social-governmental organization itself. When the factualist artists imitated or inhabited this figure—whether through their use of the camera or the bulldozer, or simply through their adoption of serial practices—they did so with an appetite for all these associations.

Matter. Throughout later modernity, the tactile experience of the physical world has served as a counter-term to the apparent abstraction of global capitalism. Marx and Engels’s oft-cited remark that, under modernity, “all that is solid melts into air” is an evocation of the super-liquefaction that the economy performs on physical labor and the material world. In the 1960s, land—and especially the dry, apparently lifeless land of the desert—seemed to promise an escape not only from the economic and the political, but even from meaning itself. This attraction was complicated by ironies: the desert was a laboratory for the space race and the arms race and was saturated with the history of ideologically driven conquest. At the same time, however, these complications gave the desert the frisson of the ultimate, of the anthropological. Here was the landscape not only of the primeval but also of Armageddon. The materialism in question, then, was not a Marxist dialectical one but rather a more desperate and nihilistic variety. It was a kind of fundamentalism, a retreat from abstractions, but therefore also weirdly a semi-spiritual transcendentalism.

Surface. If there is one term most closely associated with fact in this book, it is surface. Surfaces have always been the stuff of art—famously, for example, a long preoccupation of Dutch painting—but in the 1960s, surfaces had a slew of newly vivid associations. The advent of consumer plastics inflected long-standing tropes distinguishing the substantial from the merely superficial. Meanwhile, photographs, which had always been pledged to recording surface appearance, became thinner than ever, in the form of color newsweeklies and drugstore prints. Many of the factualist artists, in committing their art to surfaces, were moving against anything that smacked of Platonism or idealism—avowing knowledge only of appearances. (The terms surface and appearance travel together frequently, if not everywhere, in this book.) And the factualists’ art was devoted to surfaces of all kinds: the surface of the desert floor, the lip of the ocean and the crust of the moon, the sheet-metal shells of automobiles, the flat expanses of streets, sidewalks, and driveways, the layers of paint on canvas. For the artists, as for the culture at large, the relationship between surface and the volume behind it was continually unstable—all the more so as volumes came increasingly to seem void-like, rather than substantial. Many of the artists considered here were clearly uncertain about whether the world could credibly be represented as anything other than a continual fabric of surfaces.

System. Facts need systems. The very existence of individual facts presupposes systems into which those facts may be inserted for circulation and discrimination. There are of course non-epistemic kinds of systems, too—systems of communication, systems of logistics, and so on. All are mechanisms for naming, organizing, moving, and analyzing units. Systems are ancient, but in the 1960s, they also seemed new—the ground of cybernetics, of information theory, of Marshall McLuhan’s media studies, and of computer programming. Systems, meanwhile, were shaded with broader social meanings, connecting to everything from manufacturing to the logistical efficiency of the Holocaust and nuclear-defense planning.

The factualist artists were constantly prodding specifically at the problem of using systems to arrange pictures, and particularly photographs. In ways both ironic and serious, they—and especially the Germans among them—tried various means of placing photographs into series, catalogues, books, and archives. In question was the very legitimacy of such systems: any organization of facts or pictures (“water towers,” “murder victims,” “important men”) could easily be understood as speciously selective and homogenizing. For all the ways in which facts needed systems, in other words, they also bridled against them. “The system” was often the general name for all things opposed by the New Left, but for these artists, systems also seemed promising. They offered a means for escaping the idiosyncratic and personal humanism that, it now seemed, had sapped art’s credibility for far too long.

1968. The year 1968 is often asked to carry a good deal of historical weight. It is pressed into service as a shorthand for certain events that took place over several years in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Using the date often here, I realize, evokes political killings, student protests, the evolving Cold War, and so on. My aim in doing so is not so much to destabilize these received meanings of “1968” as it is to make visible one of the epistemic conditions under which such events occurred. I do not mean to suggest that factualism was a symptom of, or in any way especially closely related to, the protests that famously took place around the world that May. Most of the artists considered here were involved with a brand of materialism that was at loggerheads with utopianism, even with progressivism. I want to suggest instead that art and political events alike were bound to debates not only over how to make public decisions, but also over what could even be construed as significant or real. Although I do not attach undue significance to the year 1968 in particular, the period in question was rather short—most of the artworks I discuss were made between 1967 and 1974. I hope that this book might help us to discover what it was about 1968 that gave rise, all at once, to conceptual photography, earthworks, photorealist painting, and certain late strains of systematized abstraction.

Much of the avant-garde of the 1960s was explicitly antihumanist. One artist declared, “I reject humanist issues in my work,” another suggested his entire career had been directed against the “‘rotting sack of humanism,’” while a third said simply, “I hate humanism.”29 These and many other young artists of the 1960s seem to have understood humanism to mean a lyrical-expressive model of representation, one that sought to find a deep “underlying” order in the world. One despondent critic accordingly complained that in this new art, “Man is no longer to be the measure of all things, the center of the universe. He has been measured and found to be an undistinguished bit of matter different in no essential way from bacteria, stones, and trees.”30 Unlike such contemporaries as Herbert Marcuse, Theodore Roszak, and especially the hippies, then, the factualists lent little credence to the idea of an autonomous and coherent human subject, even less to the notion of the world as full with meanings for human consumption. These rejections came on the heels of a period in which humanism had been broadly touted as the moral significance of modern art, as in the Museum of Modern Art’s 1959 exhibition New Images of Man and Meyer Schapiro’s 1960 essay “On the Humanity of Abstract Painting.”31

Even in the strongest cases, however, factualist antihumanism was always blended with aspects of a universalist transcendentalism. Robert Smithson, for example, who virulently castigated “naïve anthropomorphic pantheism” and “the unproblematic sense of being human,” also declared rather mystically that, while he was working in Utah, “the shore of the [Great Salt] Lake became the edge of the sun, a boiling curve, an explosion rising into a fiery prominence.” Much of factualist art was marked by this oscillation—a kind of deadpan that lurched into being cheeky, even into being deeply felt.32

It is tempting to connect the antihumanism of the avant-garde around 1968 to the period’s poststructuralist critical theory, and especially to the critique of Cartesian subjectivity mounted by Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault and often known, in shorthand, as “the death of the author.”33 On the whole, however, the factualist artists did not distrust the status of the individual as Barthes and Foucault did, nor were they seeking to make a total ideological critique of capitalism. They sought instead to act against the literary and artistic habit of constantly ascribing meanings to the world. They were excited by Alain Robbe-Grillet’s writings against “the belief in a profound, and higher, nature of man or of things.” Like the French novelist, they believed that “the world is neither significant nor absurd. It is, quite simply. . . . Defying the noisy pack of our animistic or protective adjectives, things are there.”34 Committed, ambivalently, to the idea of the inherent meaninglessness of things, the factualist artists enacted a curious, playful antihumanism—a version of critique still bound to enchantment.35

Factualism had a complicated relationship to the history of modern art before it. On the one hand, it was a sharp refusal, at least superficially, of the deep essentialisms that had run through abstract painting. It wanted to cast off the grand idea of art as “a search for the real” and a model of “the Infinite.” It rejected the pervasive notion, articulated by the critic Kenneth Clark as late as 1963, that “the greatest art has always been about something, a means of communicating . . . ultimate truths, stated symbolically.”36 On the other hand, factualism was a continuation of an equally modernist commitment to surface appearances, ranging from the camera-aided fragmentariness of French realist painting to Dziga Vertov’s cinema of the “mechanical eye” and Christopher Isherwood’s diaristic-literary claim, “I am a camera with its shutter open, quite passive, recording, not thinking.”37 Factualism had an especially close precedent in the Soviet art-documentary movement called factography, which aimed to use the camera as a “recording” device, in order to build a mass of pictures free of “tendentious selection.”38

To cast this history rather differently, we might say that factualism was involved in an ancient problem inherent to representation itself: To what extent should a picture seek to capture the essence of its subject, and to what extent should it remain devoted to an accurate transcription of things? Since its inception in the mid-nineteenth century, photography had had an especially complicated relationship to this question. For obvious reasons, it was often associated with surface depiction, both by detractors (Charles Baudelaire famously impugned it as merely “the results of a material science”) and by enthusiasts (Marius de Zayas saw its objectivity as the very culmination of the history of art).39 For decades, however, much of modernist art photography sought to distance itself from photography’s transcriptive foundation, using blur, unusual angles, and other forms of estrangement in an attempt to capture what Edward Weston called “the very quintessence” of things.40

Another of factualism’s lineages lay in the chance procedures of Dada and neo-Dada—rolling dice, for example, or consulting the I Ching to avoid intentional composition. Whether applied to collage or the writing of music, such strategies, it was hoped, would allow physical laws rather than human intention to shape the content of the work of art. From within this tradition, the most influential form was Marcel Duchamp’s readymade: a bottle rack, a snow shovel, and a store-bought urinal submitted for consideration as works of art. While such gestures initially aimed to criticize art institutions, their legacy came to be the notion, enormously widespread starting in the 1960s, that a work of art should be not so much invented as found.41

All these contested histories of modernism and of photography were important, but most influential to many artists around 1968 was the materialist understanding of painting and sculpture from the immediately preceding years. A prominent critical feeling had emerged that art in general had amounted to so many idealist efforts to tidy the world by imposing meanings upon it. By around 1960, younger artists working in New York had come to understand Jackson Pollock’s influential 1948 drip paintings as a rejection of the inherent phoniness of representation, and as demonstrations instead of their own physical facts: colored paints, dragged and flicked, even pressed by hand onto the surface of the canvas. Following this line, the minimalist sculptor Donald Judd gave up on drawing landscapes after deciding that it was “just a lot of baloney” to believe “that there’s something in the tree that you’re putting down on the piece of paper.”42 His metal boxes, meanwhile, were being praised as “actual specific facts,” and John Cage was extolling Robert Rauschenberg’s assemblage art for being “fact, not symbol.” The painter Frank Stella put it this way: “My painting is based on the fact that only what can be seen there is there.” Similarly, pop art, although somewhat separated by its preoccupation with icons and advertisements, was an influence and fellow traveler. Andy Warhol famously declared, “I want to be a machine.”43

The artists in this book hybridized the literalist tendency in modernism with a super-documentary use of photography. In doing so, they rather suddenly brought a factualist impulse to the fore of just about every branch of the avant-garde. Exploiting the logic of the camera together with the logic of the technocracy, they produced an unruly but critical investigation of their society’s preoccupation with observation and recording.

And finally, a word about gender, race, and class—topics forever just under the surface of this art, and its history. It is not surprising that a disproportionate number of factualists were men, since the myth of objectivity was in some sense their myth—a fantasy built on a hidden association of neutrality (and of technology) with masculinity. There were nevertheless many prominent female factualists, some of whom (Hilla Becher and Vija Celmins) are considered closely here, and others of whom (including Eleanor Antin and Lucy Lippard) are not. Gender, furthermore, had real consequences in the art. Both Huebler’s and Celmins’s art exhibited ambivalence between deadpan and lyricism, but the forms and flavors of that ambivalence were different, in ways that belong in part to gender.

The lack of racial diversity among the factualists is harder to account for, even if we acknowledge that the most prominent institutions around 1968 took little notice of work by nonwhite artists. Perhaps one reason is that technocratic antihumanism held little appeal for artists who were not white, even as a topic for critical play: it was yet another instance of hegemony disguising itself as blind objectivity. Then, more than now, the future possibility of racial justice was staked precisely on humanistic claims, rather than on the fact as an anti-hierarchical tool.44

More than gender and race, class is the social-marker term that comes up most doggedly and unstably in recording-machine art. It is not evident everywhere—another fantasy of the technocracy was the unification of labor with administration, and some of this art simply repeated this occlusion. But in photorealism in particular, social status is sometimes elaborately on view: ambiguously classed objects, activities, and mores—all prepared for the camera—have been painstakingly rerecorded in paint. The process of projecting a personal identity confronts the technologies of indifference. Class, then, a phenomenon that is at once social-scientific and deeply personal, can serve as a good emblem for the broader historical problems that this book seeks to understand: society needed a means for representing individual humanity as well as social totality, but no one knew how these two things could be done, credibly, together.

These American and German artists working around 1968 engaged the fading credibility of truth. Theirs was an inquiry into a way of knowing, built on the camera and on science, that committed itself altogether to a systematic surveying of surface. The artists played again and again at adopting this mode of world-knowledge—a mode that continues to structure public thought to this day—in hopes of making it apparent, in all its complexity.


CHAPTER 1

Machine

Conceptual Photography

On Saturday morning, November 23, 1968, Douglas Huebler sat on 42nd Street in Manhattan, taking pictures with his eyes closed. Having focused his lens on the Vanderbilt Avenue crosswalk, he shot ten photographs, each time tripping the shutter, as he archly put it, “at the instant that the sound of traffic approaching 42nd Street stopped enough to suggest that pedestrians could cross the street.” The result, which Huebler called Variable Piece #4 New York City, November 1968, was suitably, if comically, dull: ten indifferent photographs of Midtown pedestrians. In keeping with Huebler’s practice at the time, these images were exhibited in no particular order, together with a signed typescript coolly recounting the procedure (figs. 4, 5).1

The pictures in Variable Piece #4 recall much of New York’s celebrated street photography but seem to lack its judicious drama, its plenitude of lightly telling detail. In one of Huebler’s shots, for example, we are offered only the nondescript backs of several pedestrians loosely ambling away in fall coats, together with the poorly focused and indistinct expression of a woman looking vaguely toward us while distractedly grasping her shopping bag and purse (fig. 6). In another image from the group we get an only slightly more eventful and dynamic picture: a large vacant space at left sets off the somewhat awkward step of an approaching man wearing a moustache, necktie, and large glasses. Behind him we again see the backs of several coats and, at right, the blurry elbow of a man just entering the frame (fig. 7).

Comparisons to other New York street photographs made in the years before reveal just how studiously unevocative Huebler’s shots are. Roy DeCarava’s Woman and Children at Intersection makes an especially stark contrast to Huebler, using dramatic composition and fine, high-contrast printing to produce a “decisive moment” of isolation and strength (fig. 8). But even scrappier photographs made in the sixties by artists such as Diane Arbus, Lee Friedlander, and Garry Winogrand still aimed for expressive aptness, using rhythms and patterns to summarize the city, to hold it together and make it meaningful. In one of Winogrand’s pictures, for example, uncanny similarities of clothing and gait span racial and economic differences, tying together the two strolling male figures at left, as well as the two women in plaid (fig. 9). How lacking in such communicative power, by comparison, are the blandly distracted subjects of Variable Piece #4.2

[image: Images]

Fig. 4. Douglas Huebler, Variable Piece #4 New York City, November 1968. Photographs and text, dimensions variable according to installation. Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., Joseph H. Hirshhorn Purchase Fund, 2007. The Panza Collection. (Photography by Lee Stalsworth.)
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Fig. 5. Huebler, Variable Piece #4 New York City, November 1968 (detail).

Huebler’s work clearly has something to do with rejecting traditional models of art photography, but the content and force of that rejection are difficult to grasp. I think, though, that we have to try to do so, because Huebler was hardly alone in using the camera to reject expression and meaning in favor of recording unsynthesized, even pointless, fact. Beginning even at the end of the fifties, Bernd and Hilla Becher had been producing seemingly numberless photographs of water towers, gas tanks, and other units of industrial infrastructure (fig. 10). Since 1962, Los Angeles artist Ed Ruscha had been publishing iterative photobooks such as Thirty-four Parking Lots and Every Building on the Sunset Strip (see figs. 1, 2). In 1963, John Baldessari assembled a grid of snapshots apparently depicting exactly what his title indicated: The Backs of All the Trucks Passed While Driving from Los Angeles to Santa Barbara, California, Sunday, 20 January 63 (fig. 11). Andy Warhol’s eight-hour film Empire of 1964 showed the all-but-unchanging spire of New York’s tallest building at night, and in Blinks of 1969, Vito Acconci offered a group of streetscapes shot, while walking, at the moments when he involuntarily closed his eyes.3 In 1970, Jeff Wall’s mock manifesto Landscape Manual proposed using photographs and movie cameras to thoroughly record a drive around Vancouver—apparently in order to represent the event without “the delusion of meaning” (fig. 12). And this is to say nothing of several other prominent artists making factual-ist photography in the period, including Robert Barry, Christian Boltanski, Agnes Denes, Jan Dibbets, Bruce Nauman, and Dieter Roth.4
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Figs. 6–7. Huebler, Variable Piece #4 New York City, November 1968 (details).
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Fig. 8. Roy DeCarava, Woman and Children at Intersection, 1952.
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Fig. 9. Garry Winogrand, New York, 1968.

[image: Images]

Fig. 10. Bernd and Hilla Becher, Cooling Towers, 1972.

Many of these artists emphasized that the camera was a machine, and that they were using it specifically for the mindless indifference that it made available to picture-making. They and their critics variously characterized the camera as a “dumb recording [device]” and as “indifferent mechanical eyes . . . lenses of the unlimited reproduction.” Ruscha once retrospectively remarked, “I was not interested in the photograph per se as an art form—never was—just as a recording device,” while Wall described himself with a camera as only “somewhat more than just a ‘recording machine.’”5 Surely the popularity of the camera called the Kodak Instamatic aided this mechanical notion of photography; several artists named it as a tool of choice. Robert Smithson, for example, wrote that he used an Instamatic 400 to make the photographs for his “Monuments of Passaic” (1967), adding that “I was completely controlled by the Instamatic (or what the rationalists call a camera).”6 Smithson later added that “it is not hard to consider an Infinite Camera without an ego”; many of these artists—closing their eyes before tripping the shutter (as Huebler, Acconci, and Baldessari all did), or simply leaving a camera to expose film for hours at a time (as Warhol did for Empire)—seem to have imagined exactly that.7 For his part, Huebler remarked, too, that his photo projects were made “with the camera used as a duplicating device” without regard for “‘aesthetic’ decisions.” The results were “absolute documents,” which, he insisted, “don’t show anything pictorially interesting.”8
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Fig. 11. John Baldessari, The Backs of All the Trucks Passed While Driving from Los Angeles to Santa Barbara, California, Sunday, 20 January 63, 1963. Thirty-two color photographs from 35-millimeter slides, 60 × 42.5 in. (152.4 × 108 cm). Glenstone, Potomac, Maryland.
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Fig. 12. Jeff Wall, Landscape Manual, 1969 (detail). Booklet (Vancouver: Fine Arts Gallery, University of British Columbia, 1970).

This chapter aims to interpret this major transformation of art photography during the 1960s. It understands this turn as an odd and stringent form of realism—one that imagines cameras as tools for capturing everything, without regard to significance. From this beginning, the chapter asks several questions. What, historically as well as art historically, motivated the arrival of this movement of factualist photography? And, perhaps more importantly, what can this strange art teach us about the 1960s, and about that period’s complicated relationships to facts, to evidence, and to science? I think the answers to these questions can shed important light, too, on our own contemporary global cultural and political situation—one in which the relationships between facts and truth are still painfully unresolved.

Focusing on uses of the camera, factualism’s key apparatus, this chapter considers several important German and American artists of the 1960s. After an introduction to this movement’s relationship to facts and to evidence—through a preliminary analysis of the work of Ruscha and a few others—the chapter will open into a discussion of the ambivalent antihumanism in the work of Bernd and Hilla Becher and will conclude with a close reading of key works by Douglas Huebler.

Again, one might point out that photography had always been defined by a mechanical, indifferent quality. On the whole, however, art photography—even in its most realist strains—had remained largely committed to a revelatory essentialism: consider not just DeCarava or Winogrand but even Neue Sachlichkeit, precisionism, and Group f/64.9 Perhaps the most prominent exception had been the Soviet factographers, who, like the 1960s factualists, believed that photography could be used to correct the idealism and humanism of traditional representation. Osip Brik, for example, rejected “tendentious selection,” calling instead for the “collection of the largest possible quantity of real facts and details.” Sergei Tret’iakov used Kodak as a verb and referred to both the camera and the essay as instruments for “recording.” These artists did, as Maria Gough has put it, oppose “false syntheses.” Unlike the later factualists, however, they never rejected the principle of synthesis itself. Quite to the contrary, Brik wrote that the aim of collecting “individual facts” was to “create a necessary unity,” and that factographic writing, for example, had to assemble “separate facts and details into one spectacular whole.”10 The goal was precisely to present at last a properly coherent (socialist) view of reality. Not so for this studiously fragmentary and undramatic art of the 1960s.

Facts and Evidence

Good Year Tires, 6610 Laurel Canyon, North Hollywood shows 228 vacant parking spaces arranged in parallel rows on a long, narrow plot of Los Angeles real estate (fig. 13). A predominant concrete gray unites the surrounding streets with the lot and the store it serves. The angle—aerial, but low, and slightly oblique—lightly emphasizes the rhythm of a line of telephone poles to the right, while a few trees crowd in slightly from the edges of the unevenly developed residential plots at left. Oil stains, in pairs, blot the grid of spaces, their relative thickness near the store revealing patterns of use.11 Overall, though, the effect is one of emptiness, linearity, and drab banality. Four cars pass on the barren boulevard, but otherwise all the activity of this area seems to have vanished. If there is a light formal play between sameness and difference (no two parking spots are quite the same), we are nevertheless confronted, when viewing this image as an art photograph, with an emphatic lack of drama, with a strong feeling of serial ordinariness. The potency of the image is largely the ironic result of its seeming to have so little to say.
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Fig. 13. Ed Ruscha, Good Year Tires, 6610 Laurel Canyon, North Hollywood, from Thirtyfour Parking Lots in Los Angeles, 1967. Gelatin silver print, sheet: 9[image: Images] × 8⅙ in. (25.2 × 20.5 cm); image: 9⅝ × 4 in. (24.4 × 10.2 cm). Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, purchase, with funds from The Leonard and Evelyn Lauder Foundation and Diane and Thomas Tuft.

Good Year Tires is one of the thirty-one photographs, each captioned only with its address, that make up Ed Ruscha’s 1967 photobook Thirty-four Parking Lots in Los Angeles (see fig. 1). Shot by an aerial photographer named Art Alanis on a Sunday helicopter ride above Los Angeles, these images depict bits of that city that were typical but rarely pictured.12 The book presents the lots in a tonal and compositional style that seems to dryly emphasize their bare existence: it offers not a lack of feeling (as has sometimes been said) but rather a barren, quasi-neutral one. The tone is of bureaucracy, of low-level planning, and, above all, of a kind of empty factuality. Indeed, as we saw in the Introduction, Ruscha rarely missed an opportunity to connect his photobooks to facts: “I don’t have any message about the subject matter at all. They’re just natural facts, that’s all they are.”13

Ruscha’s apparent refuge in the merely factual (I hope it will become clear later in the chapter why I call this refuge “apparent”) animates a related problem or inquiry in these parking lot photographs: a stumbling investigation of significance. Ruscha claimed that his photographs were meant to serve “information purposes,” but the information in his photographs—whatever that might be—is not of a kind that would ordinarily rise to the level of being useful. Hence, several of Ruscha’s critics have seen him as engaged in a willful insignificance, as adopting the role of “a wayward notary,” “an idiot.”14 It was evidently unclear even to the artist what information was in these photographs and who might need it. Of one of his books, he remarked, “There is a very thin line as to whether this book is worthless or has any value. . . . You don’t necessarily learn anything from my books.”15

If Thirtyfour Parking Lots prodded uncertainly at the nature of facts and of significance, it also pushed on categories or systems—the structures into which facts are inserted. Only one of Ruscha’s books appears to claim a complete material realism: Every Building on the Sunset Strip of 1966. That book, as its title promises, shows the facades of every building on a stretch of Sunset Boulevard, and it was made with the help of a mechanized camera.16 Ruscha’s other books, though, suggest some humorous anxiety over the types or categories that they propose. Consider the titles of Ruscha’s first five books, and especially the first word of each: Twentysix Gasoline Stations (1963), Various Small Fires and Milk (1964), Some Los Angeles Apartments (1965), Every Building on the Sunset Strip, Thirtyfour Parking Lots in Los Angeles. These titles underscore that Ruscha’s photographs set up catalogues, only to fill them out in absurdly incomplete ways. They are like some state-sponsored administrative photo project—like the architectural archive of France’s 1851 Mission Héliographique, or New York’s Depression-era survey of every building in its five boroughs—but they refuse to be comprehensive, or even useful. They appear to collect data points for a generalizing project that they fail to complete. Thirtyfour Parking Lots in particular goes even further to thematize the failure of its system. Despite the apparent clarity of the title, the book in fact includes only thirty-one photographs, several of which picture more than one lot. There is at least one lot that appears in more than one photograph. And, laboriously demonstrating the limitations of its cool format of uniform pages, a tiny pull-out flap lengthens the book’s final photograph, seeming to allow full reproduction of one of the lots only by means of a quirky violation of the uniform format.

Starting in 1968, the West German artist Hans-Peter Feldmann used similar means to mount a more direct assault on the apparent coherence of image types. In several dozen small-run booklets, each titled simply for the number of images it contained—4 Bilder [4 Images], 7 Bilder, 11 Bilder, and so on—Feldmann gathered photographs of a single subject. 12 Bilder of 1968, for example, contains photographs of distant airplanes in flight (fig. 14), while 11 Bilder of 1972 shows pictures of clouds. Other subjects include trees, hedges, sailboats, chairs, and even bicyclists, film stars, and paintings. In each case, these things appear isolated and centered, in a rather delicate hand-sized format, with the title hand-stamped on the cover.

Feldmann’s photobooks are quite like Ruscha’s: they appear to offer visual facts, or photographic units of information, and they group those facts into incomplete and porous catalogues. But there are differences, too. While Ruscha’s books include minimal text, Feldmann’s exclude even captions, and the categories (animals, swimmers, ambulances, and so on) are implicit and never named. As such, Feldmann’s photobooks are even more openly critical about the types, categories, and systems that they set up. The uselessness or inadequacy of the collections is overt, almost dramatic: Feldmann even published a few books under the title 1 Bild—one includes a single picture of a table, and another shows a single winter coat.17

The artistic exploration of facts and their organizing systems sometimes turned into an explicit, if playful, inquiry into the phenomenon of photographic evidence. In 1967, the same year in which he published Thirtyfour Parking Lots, Ruscha collaborated with Mason Williams and Patrick Blackwell to produce the book Royal Road Test (fig. 15).18 Rather different from the other books Ruscha had made to date, Royal Road Test represents an event: the throwing of an antiquated typewriter from the window of a speeding car. The book begins with photographs documenting the initial materials and the collaborators, with captions such as “Royal (Model ‘X’) Typewriter,” “Window from which the test was made,” and “Mason Williams, Thrower.” The event itself is not pictured; what follow instead are about a dozen pictures of the wreckage, bits strewn across a roadside stretch of the Mojave Desert. The flavor is strongly that of militarized, Cold War science, of sobriety mixed with willful destruction. The book’s photographs of white men pointing at wreckage recall images of nuclear and astronautical testing. Describing the project, Ruscha himself cited a slightly different variety of evidentiary photography: “It’s like a police report,” he said, “what a police photographer would produce in a report on how somebody was killed.”19

Of course the high tone of research rationality in Royal Road Test is ironized by its deep, mischievous pleasure: the book is quite clearly not real police work but something closer to play. The page listing the basic data of the experiment (“Date: Sunday, August 21, 1966,” “Time: 5:07 p.m.”) also betrays the spirit of fun (“Speed: 90 m.p.h.,” “Weather: Perfect”), while captions of the wreckage take obvious delight in superfluous, technical specificity: “Universal Bar Link and Universal Bar Link Spring,” “Carriage Roll Guide Rod with Sleeves.”20
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Fig. 14. Hans-Peter Feldmann, 12 Bilder, 1968. Photobook. As reproduced in Michel Baudson, “Hans-Peter Feldman: l’évidence du non référé,” Image and Narrative 11, no. 4 (2010): 150–51.
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Fig. 15. Mason Williams, Edward Ruscha, and Patrick Blackwell, Royal Road Test, 1967. Photobook.
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Fig. 16. Williams, Ruscha, and Blackwell, Royal Road Test (detail).

Factualist photography usually insisted on isolating its visual information into discrete units, and then exploring the awkward relationship of those units to a whole. Royal Road Test makes this process literal, physically breaking its central object into bits (fig. 16). These individual things/facts/clues look especially isolated on the dry, empty backdrop of pavement and desert floor, a context that ironically also ties them all together.21 The photographs themselves also assert their status as facts—as distinct bits of material, lying somewhere between the endless phenomena of the world and the systems that human beings build for understanding them.

Royal Road Test, to repeat, sets up its photographs as clues, as evidence toward some reconstructive discovery. That inquiry, however, is absurd from the very start. What might we want to learn from these images? How a typewriter breaks apart, when thrown at high speed into the desert? I would suggest that this deliciously pointless project gains its aesthetic dimension, in part, from its light mounting of a diffuse critique. It enacts an unreasonable rationality, bringing in echoes of the pernicious qualities of Cold War science. These are some of the further themes this chapter aims to explore.

Before leaving Ruscha, we should take note of a daydream of his, a fantasy that he called “The Information Man,” which he apparently committed to paper in the fall of 1971. I think it will be instructive to quote some parts of it:

It would be nice if sometime a man would come up to me on the street and say, “Hello, I’m the information man and you have not said the word ‘yours’ for 13 minutes—you have not said the word ‘praise’ for 18 days, 3 hours and 9 minutes. You have not used the word ‘petroleum’ in your speech for almost four and a half months, but you wrote the word last Friday evening at 9:35 pm.”

This information man would also have details as to the placement and whereabouts of things. He could tell me possibly of all the books of mine that are out in the public that only 17 are actually placed face up with nothing covering them. 2,026 are in vertical positions in libraries, while 2,715 are under books in stacks. The most weight upon a single book is 68 ¾ pounds and that is in the city of Cologne, Germany in a bookshop. . . . [Meanwhile] 13 of [the books] . . . have been used as weights for paper or other things. 7 have been used as swatters to kill small insects such as flies and mosquitoes, and 2 have been used in bodily self-defense . . . while one was used as a wiper to check the oil on an auto dip-stick.22

A few important aspects of Ruscha’s thinking—aspects that were also important to factualism in general—come forward in this dream. First, the fantasy imagines a total reservoir of data about things, people, and actions—a database of recorded information to which at least one person has access at will. Second, the retrieved facts are of dubious utility, promising little toward any important inference (Ruscha not only introduces but also concludes this text by saying merely, “It would be nice”). Third, while the facts may not be useful, Ruscha imagines an intensely physical utility for some of the books themselves, even to the improbable extent of their functioning as gas station wipes and personal shields. Finally, if we compare this dream to the long-standing idea of divine omniscience, its most salient characteristics become clear: there is no wisdom in this scenario, only data. Most of the data, furthermore, pertain to physical circumstances, to location, orientation, and weight. Indeed, Ruscha indicates that the Information Man knows nothing about motivations or causes, forcing him to speculate. The Information Man reveals, for example, that “10 [books] have been used to push open heavy doors,” but then he goes on, uncertainly, to explain this statistic: “probably, since they are packaged in 10’s one package was used to open [one] . . . door.”23 Ruscha’s fantasy is clearly about a total observation of the measurable. What it makes available pertains to appearance, or, slightly more broadly, to physics; anything metaphysical is excluded. The Information Man has facts, not truth.
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Fig. 17. Mike Mandel and Larry Sultan, Evidence. Photobook (Greenbrae, Calif.: Clatworthy Colorvues, 1977) (details).

Fully a decade after Royal Road Test, the artists Mike Mandel and Larry Sultan secured a federal grant to allow them to comb through the photographic archives of several dozen government agencies, research institutions, and corporations. The result was a group of sixty-three photographs that the artists then published together, without captions, in a book they titled Evidence (fig. 17).24 The chosen images were made for purposes of investigation, research, or administration, but grouped together they become mysterious: in none of them is it clear what is being studied. As such, these images quote a structure, even an aesthetic and a feeling, belonging to mid-century photographic evidence, without actually providing any evidence to the viewer. The book prods at the problem of significance, at the threshold where phenomena become information, and again where information becomes worthwhile.

The dramatic compositions of Mandel and Sultan’s chosen photographs are further activated by the surprisingly improvisational quality of the activities represented: bodies, mostly white and male, share space awkwardly with measurement devices and ungainly machines. The resulting book is at once humorous and horrific, and it seems to want to reveal something about how knowledge is administered in the back rooms of military-industrial power. The photographs, and even the book’s title, yoke Big Science together with crime.

AN ANTIHUMANIST LYRICISM

Bernd and Hilla Becher’s 1968 photograph of the winding tower at northern England’s Ryhope Mine is in many ways quite different from the art we have been looking at so far (fig. 18). A pyramid of heavy trusswork supports a newer, rectangular cap of glass and corrugated steel. This cap is the engine housing, the crucial apex of the mine, where cables are wound to carry workers into, and coal out of, the pit. Much in this picture depends on the cap’s slightly odd fit to its truss, on the comparative novelty of its light materials, sitting crisply above their heavy support. This contrast is double-edged. On the one hand, the cap seems clean, even lightly futuristic; on the other, it reads as a cheaply functionalist repair. (The Bechers date the tower to around 1920, and the retrofit to 1955.) The pathos of its small-time modernism is underlined by the grime, rust, and water staining that has, in thirteen years, begun to collect on the windows, frames, and roof. All this unfolds on a setting divided between a faint background of worn grassland and an architectural foreground of pop-up skylights and crowded gables.

The subtle affective play of this photograph—and in this respect, the Bechers are quite unlike Ruscha—depends on the artists’ extraordinary care during both shooting and printing. No Instamatic here: in this period the Bechers primarily used a Plaubel Peco, a large bellows camera, with exposure times usually set between ten seconds and one minute in length. Across their half century of making photographs of industrial infrastructure, they selected their points of view precisely, aiming the lens directly at a corner, as in the Ryhope photograph, or else at the exact center of a wall. They were also systematic: according to one account, they shot exactly one, three, four, six, or eight views of each structure, sometimes making a thorough documentation—up to six hundred pictures—of all the structures in a sprawling plant.25 If the Bechers, like Ruscha, were engaged in a black-and-white, serial cataloguing of unpeopled infrastructure, they insisted on a thoroughness and a look of consistent objectivity that did not matter to their American counterpart.
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Fig. 18. Bernd and Hilla Becher, Winding Tower, c. 1920 (altered 1955), Ryhope Colliery, Sunderland, North England, 1968.
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Fig. 19. Cover and pair of facing photographs from Bernd and Hilla Becher, Anonyme Skulpturen: A Typology of Technical Constructions. Photobook (Düsseldorf: Art-Press; New York: Wittenborn, 1970).

Indeed the Bechers’ work holds a subtle and ambivalent position within factualism, at once archetypal and unique. It will be worth taking some time to understand their work, since its particular properties will allow us to delineate important edges of the factualist impulse—its rich ambitions and self-contradictions. In order to understand the Bechers’ work, of course, we must look not only at individual images, but also at how they have grouped them together. Take especially their first book unassociated with an exhibition, Anonyme Skulpturen: A Typology of Technical Constructions of 1970 (fig. 19).26 The book is arranged into seven sections, each devoted to a single kind of structure: lime kilns, cooling towers, blast furnaces, winding towers, water towers, gasometers, and silos. After a short text about the function of the apparatus, each section contains a series of pages, each with a single photograph of a single example. Unlike in many later publications, the captions indicate not only the dates of the photographs but also the approximate dates of construction.

The section on winding towers contains fifty photographs of structures dating from about 1860 to 1960, including the Ryhope example. Although the artists offered no explicit subdivision of types at this point in their career, each spread of the book suggests a pair, built on similarities not just of shape and materials but also of camera angle. The Welsh towers shown in figure 19, for example, are instances of what the Bechers would later term a “single-tier headframe.” The result of such pairs is a light play with sameness and difference, with global generality and local specifics.27

What I aim to do in this section on the Bechers is to outline some of the key terms of their work—especially its interest in fact and system, its inquiry into significance, and its uncertain relationship to beauty. I will end this section with a closer look at their chief concern, typology.

The Bechers’ photographs, first of all, are involved with the flavors of obsolescence. The artists have repeatedly remarked that they began their project to make a record of structures that, due to the decline of mining in the Ruhrgebiet after the founding of the European Economic Community, were soon to be demolished. While the Bechers avoid romanticizing decrepitude (unlike many contemporary photographers, for example, of Detroit), even the functioning plants in their photographs have the look of the outmoded. This effect is at least partly a function of the absence of human beings in their photographs, a characteristic that has also spurred criticism from those who see the Bechers as blind to the real conditions of labor.28

The role of fact in the Bechers’ oeuvre is both similar to and different from what we have observed in the art of other factualists. In 1968, Hilla Becher remarked of the couple’s work, “[Our] photographs were nothing more than a means of building up a record that we were eager to make as exact and informative as possible.” In elaborating on this impulse, some early critics—although not the Bechers themselves—insisted specifically on the word fact. Germano Celant, for example, wrote in 1974 that the Bechers’ choice of subjects was “in fact . . . not abstract or philosophical but concrete based on the real facts,” while Wend Fischer, writing in the Bechers’ first exhibition catalogue, stressed that theirs were “exact photographic records of facts [exakten fotografischen Aufzeichnungen von Tatbeständen].”29

Like Ruscha’s, the Bechers’ work presses some questions specifically about the significance of the facts it gathers. Because of the fineness of the silver grain and the precision of the exposures, all the photographs are brimming with architectural and situational information—about ladders, downspouts, tufts of grass, and piled-up refuse. Much of this information, captured blindly through the faithful indexicality of the photographic process, can later be used to make micro-comparisons between similar structures at different sites. Consider, for example, the very slight differences between the apex structures on the two Welsh towers, differences that without the photographs might simply not register at all (see fig. 19). At least one critic complained of the “useless information” in the Bechers’ photographs, and Bernd Becher was insistent on at least two occasions that the couple made photographs only of structures not meant to be significant. “All this architecture is nomadic, not sacred,” he once remarked in an interview. “They are not built to transport ideas or values into the future.” Near the end of his life, he repeated: “No sacred buildings, just utilitarian buildings. This has fascinated me since I was a child.”30

Of course art in general, and modernist photography in particular, has often placed heavy stakes on avowedly minor material: the disposition of rocks at a beach, the wood grain of an overturned stump. This aesthetic tradition holds out the possibility that the tiniest detail might contain great truth. The Bechers, however, are unusual in art history for having laboriously developed entire systems of the minor—apparently endless catalogues of cheap, utilitarian infrastructure. Here, there is no weight on the revelatory power of the unusual (and expertly located) detail. Instead it is the very evenhandedness of the corpus that drives the project: there is the risk (one might even say the hope) of seeing that nothing transcends—that the minor remains minor.

Or so it would seem. Significance—or, to shift the term slightly, special-ness—is continually problematic for the Bechers, even thematized by them. For every batch of banal and repetitious cases, there is a glorious outlier, a rare specimen. Compare the drab Welsh towers we have just been looking at, for example, to the affectingly semi-grand neoclassical finish of a tower at the Grenay Mine in Pas-de-Calais (fig. 20). This last one—with its modified triglyphs, rusticated pediment, and symmetrical balustrade, all in worn concrete—is unique. It is both unusually gracious and unusually telling, containing fragmented stories of ambition and constraint. For all the ways it runs against the studied disinterest of the Bechers’ work, this photograph has been disproportionately reproduced, appearing, for example, on the dust jacket of the most comprehensive book about the artists.31

This problem of significance in the Bechers’ work runs parallel to an equally ambivalent and contradictory relationship to beauty. And the problem of beauty afflicts not only the photographs themselves (so often banal and lovely in a breath), but also their makers’ thinking about them. Consider that Hilla Becher wrote in 1967 of finding “a very beautiful winding tower,” and, a year later, at the very moment of insisting that the pictures were “nothing more” than a means for building “an exact and informative” record, also declared, “We undertook this work for the sheer visual pleasure we knew it would bring us.”32 Some of this ambivalence is simply the ancient aesthetic trope of out-of-the-way beauty, of lyricism in the mundane: “the music of the blast furnaces,” their work has been called.33 But I would submit also that the Bechers are responsible for introducing a substantially novel kind of anti-aesthetic into the history of art, one that has had an indelible influence on art made since. Consider again the stunning blankness of the Ryhope tower (see fig. 18). The relationship between loveliness and banality in their work seems importantly different from what one finds in the work of Gustave Courbet, or Walker Evans, or even Andy Warhol. A brilliant suggestion of the special terms of conflict in the Bechers’ work comes from a 1971 review of Anonyme Skulpturen by the curator Robert Sobieszek, who characterized the book as “a paradox of complete boredom and visual delectation.” He continued, “The similarity of the structures, the layout of the volume, and the sameness of the style all contribute to a monotonic effect. But it is this monotony that is so surprisingly refreshing.”34 Sobieszek’s remark suggests that the Bechers are not redeeming the monotonous and mundane, but are instead elegantly insisting, repeatedly, on the world’s very monotony and mundanity.
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Fig. 20. Bernd and Hilla Becher, Winding Tower, c. 1925, Grenay Mine #1, Bully-les-Mines, Nord-Pas-de-Calais, France, 1967.

The beautiful, the unusual, the interesting, the significant—my point is not that the Bechers’ work does particularly much to help us understand these terms, even in the West German context around 1968. Rather, I am trying to show that these works approach these terms as problems—as key characteristics to be half-rejected but also half-pursued. Consider the nearly sublime similarity of the gasometers in Rheinhausen and Wuppertal; photographs of the two appeared on facing pages in Anonyme Skulpturen, their similarities expertly maximized by the Bechers’ homogenizing techniques (fig. 21). Here the Bechers insist on monotony, emphasizing the economic convenience of repetition. The results are photographs that look blank, relatively empty of any notable information. However, the section on gasometers is also peppered liberally with special cases, each of which has its own terms of specialness. The tank in Barnsley, for example, is of the picturesque type the Bechers would later call “spiral guided”: it has sections that, as the level of gas changes, screw open and closed on diagonally opposing rails (fig. 22).35 The rising and falling of this tank has discolored its external wall, applying an unevenly reflective sheen of black that allows the artists to indulge in a virtuosic, even Ansel Adams–like variety of tone. These striking formal properties are complemented by the dramatic foreignness of the Barnsley structure against its rural setting: the overshadowed farm sheds in the foreground make the tank seem like a gargantuan visitor, a fragment of an international network that has suddenly landed in a local field. Here, in other words, is a photograph loaded with aesthetic, reportorial, and metaphoric significance. The fact of its being surrounded by case after drab case of homogeneous counterparts, however, questions the very notion of the important and the telling.

Types

The Bechers’ work is fundamentally about slotting individual units or cases into catalogues. Although the organization of their grids grew over time, installation photographs reveal that the Bechers exhibited their photographs in loosely typed groups from the very beginning.36 Meanwhile, the words Typologie (typology), Vergleich (comparison), and morphology appeared in the Bechers’ exhibition and book titles no fewer than five times between 1969 and 1972.37 In setting up grids and using these terms, the Bechers and their curators clearly meant to emphasize the taxonomic quality of their work, its similarity to a botanical atlas elaborating species of trees. And the artists explicitly mentioned their interest in the long-standing power of taxonomy. Asked if they thought about “the example of comparative anatomy” as they developed their work, Hilla Becher replied, “Yes, but this was rather after we had decided on the most appropriate system for ourselves. The system is in our system, it’s in everybody’s system. It is a central way in which our culture has organized information and knowledge since the Enlightenment. The typology is a very common device.”38
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Fig. 21. Bernd and Hilla Becher, Gasometer, c. 1900, Rheinhausen, Ruhrgebiet, 1966 (left), and Gasometer, c. 1910, Wuppertal, 1967 (right), from facing pages of Anonyme Skulpturen.
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Fig. 22. Bernd and Hilla Becher, Gasometer (c. 1930), Barnsley near Sheffield, Great Britain, 1966.

I want to suggest, though, that the relationship between case and catalogue is a problem in the Bechers’ work. Typology appears not simply as a given underlying structure—although most of the Bechers’ critics have taken it as such—but rather as a central, even propulsive, object of their inquiry. Consider first that their art, while clearly prodding at the form of a catalogue or atlas, has largely succeeded in suspending the question of its own utility. Quite unlike Ruscha’s art, which flaunts its own uselessness, the Bechers’ work continually proposes and withdraws the prospect of its own value as a classification system. Before they became art-world stars, the Bechers presented their work in ways meant to suggest its potential uses by technical audiences. Their first big show, for example, traveled not only to art exhibition spaces but also to a mining museum and an engineering school, while their 1971 book Die Architektur der Förder- und Wassertürme included over 150 pages of small-font text on the history of industrial tower design, as well as an additional twenty-four pages of tables.39 Even in these early contexts, however, the rigor and utility of the Bechers’ catalogues were questionable. One curator lamented in 1967 that it was not yet possible to build a proper systematic taxonomy from the Bechers’ work, but in fact the artists never strictly separated their photographs according to the specific design types that they identified.40 The Bechers seem to have eschewed both completeness and judiciousness, in favor of a deliberate shapelessness: the examples in their books (fifty pages of mining towers in Anonyme Skulpturen alone) instead simply go on and on—one thing after another.

In identifying precursors to the Bechers’ work, art historians have named Eugène Atget, Karl Blossfeldt, Walker Evans, and Albert Renger-Patzsch, as well as lesser-known industrial photographers. It is clear, however, that the master influence on the thinking of Bernd and Hilla Becher came from the work of August Sander. Sander was little known in the 1960s, even in West Germany, but in those years Bernd Becher owned a copy of Sander’s 1929 book Antlitz der Zeit (Face of Our Time), and the artists later emphasized Sander’s importance to their thinking (fig. 23).41 It seems to me that we ought to view the Bechers’ work as a hesitant, unpeopled sequel to Sander’s project of mapping a diversity of types among the German population. Just consider the formal similarities between the two bodies of work: both comprise countless examples of uniform black-and-white images, most of them vertically oriented and cleanly centered on a single person or object, with an even and narrow band of space distributed on three sides. Both also deploy fine grain, an exquisite range of black-and-white tones, and an expertly sharp focus on the central subject. Indeed, the Bechers’ work verges on being openly anthropomorphic: consider how strikingly the Ryhope tower resembles a head on a pair of shoulders, down to the suggestion of glassy eyes and open, cutaway mouth (see fig. 18).42 Working at a time when straight photographic images of individuals (along with almost any kinds of portraiture) were no longer credible as serious new art, the Bechers offered something close and compensatory, an antihumanist substitute for the essentializing notion of the portrait.
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Fig. 23. August Sander, Bricklayer, 1928, and Pastrycook, 1928, from Antlitz der Zeit: Menschen des 20. Jahrhunderts, introduction by Alfred Döblin (Munich: Wolff, 1929).

Sander’s Antlitz der Zeit contains sixty photographs, each picturing a posing individual or small group, and each appearing on a single page. The captions name not the people themselves but rather the social position or milieu they are meant to represent: “Young mother, middle class,” “Unemployed,” “Bohemia,” “The landowner,” and so on. The ordering of these pictures is neither random nor rigid, loosely progressing from farm to town to city, moving up and down the class ladder as it goes. Some types appear more than once—there are lots of farmers—while others are a bit isolated: there is an interior decorator but no shopkeepers, a policeman but no soldiers.43

Antlitz der Zeit undoubtedly exerted an influence on the Bechers, both conceptually and visually, but the later artists’ work was likely also shaped by that book’s introduction, an essay by Alfred Döblin called “Faces, Images, and Their Truth.” The essay opens by sketching a philosophical dispute from “a thousand years ago” separating “Nominalists” from “Realists.” While Nominalists, Döblin writes, believed that “only individual objects are genuinely real and existent,” Realists argued that “only generalities, universals—a biological genus, for example, or an idea, were actually real and existent.” The greatness of Sander’s work, Döblin then claimed, was its rare embodiment of the Realist view. In Sander’s photographs, Döblin maintained, we see unique and distinct individuals, but, at the same time, when “viewed from a certain distance, [these] individual cases cease to exist, and only universals persist.”44

In documenting types of industrial structures, the Bechers are quoting Sander. What has made their work so compelling as a contribution in the history of photography, however, is that they do so without being “Realists” in Döblin’s sense. Sander’s Antlitz der Zeit is intentionally somewhat loose, but the aim of the book is to suggest cleanly the shape of the whole of German society. The choices are representative and apt. The Bechers’ exhibitions and books, by contrast, offer a feeling of relentless linear infinitude. While they keep the notion of type forever in view, the Bechers insist on monotony, repetition, and banality; the result is that (with some exceptions) each additional instance is just that—it does not balance or round out the catalogue, it simply extends it. Rather than a judicious catalogue of types, the work amounts almost to an endlessly growing database.45

The art historian Greg Foster-Rice has made a distinction, based on an observation by John Coplans, between “art in series” and “serial art.” The former category allows each work an expressive place in a relatively coherent whole (Foster-Rice mentions Alfred Stieglitz’s famous Equivalents series of cloud photographs), while the latter denotes art that is made by adherence to a predetermined system (art such as Sol LeWitt’s formula-generated wall drawings).46 Much of the power of the Bechers’ work derives from its position between these two alternatives—its careful balance between a shaped, meaningful coherence and the endless application of formula. The Bechers present work that is, above all, about the series as form. In doing so, they propose, moreover, that the series is a dubious structure—an order, a coherence, a suggestion of meaning that they both desire and distrust.

This brings me to the final question I want to raise about the Bechers’ work—its relationship to essentialism. In Sander, as generally in modernist photography, there is an effort to use photography to capture, through emblematic examples, the deep structures of social truth. The Bechers repeat the form of this pursuit, but their latter-day version of it is like an essentialism without essence. The types they seek to reveal are not exactly naturally occurring (as plant species are) nor are they strictly social (like Sander’s professions). Instead, each type articulated by the Bechers is the product of geophysical facts as they intersect with the history of technology and the economy. The Bechers have observed that the look of a winding tower, for example, depends in part on the location and kind of local mineral deposits: as mining moved north within the Ruhr region, deposits were deeper and more complicated to extract, requiring taller towers, more sophisticated machinery, and larger mines.47 The types articulated by the Bechers, then, are roughly about form following function, about the structures that result from particular needs under particular conditions. If there are Platonic ur-forms suggested here, it is not because of any real underlying categories, but rather because of the contingent accident of necessity matched with history.
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Fig. 24. Bernd and Hilla Becher, Watertowers, c. 1920, near Péronne, northern France, 1967.

Let us consider a final image from Anonyme Skulpturen, a cluster of three identical water towers built around 1920 in northern France (fig. 24). Demonstrating the Bechers’ key ambivalences, this photograph is both banal and beautiful, both dryly archival and richly metaphoric. The tanks are simply further specimens, in other words, but they are also like narrative figures: cement behemoths oddly nestling in a pasture. The analogy to anatomical catalogues is particularly strong in this picture, perhaps because of the towers’ formal similarity to a cluster of mushrooms or small flowers. If we keep this Péronne picture in mind while looking at an eighteenth-century anatomical taxonomy chart by Georg Dionysius Ehret (fig. 25), we see just how much the Bechers have inherited from the long history of scientific imagery: the characteristic flatness and isolation, the unifying taxonomic grid, the careful interest in distinctions among similar cases. Like any biological species, the Péronne towers take a form to meet the particular necessities of their condition—the historical availability of construction materials and technology, together with the requirement to elevate a designated volume of water to a particular degree.

We might ask why the Bechers’ ambivalent work has had such an abiding grip on artists and art historians for almost fifty years. I think the answer has everything to do with the couple’s constant effort to navigate a narrow path between several important pairs of apparently mutually exclusive terms. Their work carries on the lyricism of modernist photography while embodying the anti-aesthetic of the 1960s. Their constant cataloguing seeks both to organize the world into types and to refuse any shape whatsoever. Individually, the images proffer humanist expression while also denying it for the communication of facts. For these reasons, art historians still cannot quite place the Bechers: Are they conceptualists or not?48 The world the Bechers occupy is at once replete with organizing meanings and bare of everything but contingent circumstance.
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Fig. 25. Georg Dionysius Ehret’s illustration of Linnaeus’s sexual system of plant classification, from Ehret, Methodus Plantarum Sexualis in sistemate naturae descripta (Leiden, 1736).
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Fig. 26. Douglas Huebler, Duration Piece #4 New York City, February 1969 (details). Photographs and text, dimensions variable according to installation.

THE ART OF TECHNOCRACY

At this point, I want to return to Douglas Huebler, in hopes of becoming more precise about what it is that he was trying to do, or, perhaps more importantly, what it is that he was trying very hard (if also playfully) not to do. Consider Duration Piece #4 New York City, February 1969, a series of close-ups of New York facades, made just weeks after the 42nd Street piece (fig. 26). For this work, too, Huebler made ten photographs, again devising a system to dictate when he would trip the shutter. Beginning at an “arbitrary location” at 8:45 a.m. and apparently walking around the city, he says he doubled the intervals between each shot, making pictures at 8:46, 8:48, 8:52, and so on, ending at 4:16 that afternoon.49 In the work’s text he claims that he photographed “whatever ‘appearance’ existed closest to the camera (immediately to the left of the artist) at the exact instant that each such interval had elapsed.” The resulting photographs look like an essay on the varied texture of New York’s street walls, recalling works of Walker Evans or especially Aaron Siskind (fig. 27). But whereas those earlier photographs hung on shadow and exaggerated contrast to make even the most mundane places visually and metaphorically compelling, Huebler’s images appear indifferently lit and printed, mostly inhabiting drab middle grays. The dullest of them are all but totally without incident—mute fields of homogeneous concrete.

In another work made that February (fig. 28), Huebler aimed directly at the center of American modernist photography, making pictures of clouds to evoke Alfred Stieglitz’s iconically expressive Equivalents (fig. 29). Although one is unlikely to mistake his pictures for Stieglitz’s, Huebler is much closer to his sources here than before, indulging, however accidentally, in a lush variety of form and tone. The artist explains in the work’s text, however, that the thirteen photographs were shot from his passenger seat on a flight from New York to Los Angeles, with each one “made as the camera was pointed more or less straight out the airplane window (with no ‘interesting’ view intended).” This apparent indifference to what is captured already constitutes an attack on Stieglitz’s idealism, his “faith,” as one critic put it, “in the existence of a reality behind and beyond that offered by the world of appearances.”50 But in this work, Huebler doubles his negation of traditional picturing, explaining that each photograph was made to represent (or, as the artist put it, rather more passively, to “‘mark’”) one of the “thirteen states flown over during that particular flight.” Refusing to indicate which photograph pertains to which state (as if in any case he could have been certain of the boundaries of the air space), Huebler confronts his viewer with the absurdity of visually summarizing places with individual photographs. The work seems to suggest not only that we cannot see any Kentuckian or Ohioan quality in the sky, but also that such idealist notions are fundamentally mistaken, even corrupt.

There are other cases, too: arbitrarily timed and predictably undistinguished pictures of a basketball game, a ping-pong match, and TV wrestling seem to reject not only “great shot!” sports photography but also the basic photojournalistic aim of finding especially telling moments.51 Similarly, Huebler’s pictures of individuals, as Gordon Hughes has compellingly shown, reject the revelatory traditions of photographic portraiture, and a project undertaken in Central Park marshals an absurd system against the whole atmospheric history of landscape painting.52
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Fig. 27. Aaron Siskind, New York 1, Windows, 1947.
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Fig. 28. Douglas Huebler, Location Piece #1 New York–Los Angeles, February 1969 (details). The text of the work reads, “In February, 1969 the airspace over each of the thirteen states between New York and Los Angeles was documented by a photograph made as the camera was pointed more or less straight out the airplane window (with no ‘interesting’ view intended). The photographs join together the east and west coast of the United States as each serves to ‘mark’ one of the thirteen states flown over during that particular flight. The photographs are not, however, ‘keyed’ to the state over which they were made, but only exist as documents that join with an American Airlines System Map and this statement to constitute the form of this piece.” Reproduced from Marianne van Leeuw and Anne Pontégnie, eds., Origin and Destination: Alighiero E. Boetti, Douglas Huebler (Brussels: Société des Expositions du Palais des Beaux-Arts de Bruxelles, 1997).
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Fig. 29. Alfred Stieglitz, Equivalent, 1930. Gelatin silver print, 3⅝ × 4[image: Images] in. (9.2 × 11.9 cm). George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y., part purchase and part gift of An American Place, ex-collection of Georgia O’Keeffe, 74:0052:0002.

Together, all these efforts amount to an assault (albeit an equivocal one, as we shall see) on the idealism at the core of the artistic tradition. Even photographers who rejected Stieglitz’s poetics in the name of realism, such as Berenice Abbott, shared the notion that art should be used to uncover essential phenomena. The aim of her realism, Abbott wrote in 1951, was to produce an “expressive result,” demonstrating the “significance of [the] subject.” Specifically, she wanted to use the “sensitive and delicate photographic emulsion” to “actually . . . set down . . . the soul of the city.”53 In contrast, Huebler’s aim, he explained, was “not . . . to . . . interpret or express anything.” He wrote, “I prefer, simply to state the existence of things in terms of time and/or place,” and he once told an interviewer, “I don’t want [my] works to be clever, romantic, sentimental, you know, or nice, or anything like that.”54 He went so far as to say of one of his works, “No ‘meaning’ may be interpreted.” The photographs in another, he wrote, had been “stripped of all cultural associations except that of ‘meaninglessness.’” After once remarking that “Things . . . are only things,” Huebler later published a statement reading, “Reality does not lie beneath the surface of appearance. . . . No thing possesses special status in the world: nor does man.”55

Huebler was reportedly fascinated with the antihumanist polemics of Alain Robbe-Grillet, who decried art’s tendency to impose meanings on all things and events. Huebler’s remark about things being “only things” is very nearly a direct quotation of Robbe-Grillet’s strident insistence that “Things are here and . . . they are nothing but things.” Robbe-Grillet wrote that the world, despite human beings’ most ambitious efforts to grasp it, remains “a smooth surface, without signification, without soul, without values, on which we [have] no . . . purchase.”56 For his part, Huebler said, “I am interested in freeing nature from the imposition of language, mythology, and literature.”57 Huebler’s artworks, it would seem, express a view of reality in which the substance of the world is not organized by structuring meanings but is rather an endless fabric of circumstance.

This reading, slippery and partial as it may be, allows us to make sense of Huebler’s laconic remark that contemporary art could free us “from some of the models of reality that have been pressed upon us that may no longer be relevant.” Huebler’s absurd representational systems, then, might be seen as a rejection not only of modernist photography, but also of much of modernist painting, and even much of the history of art in general—including not just religious painting, but also landscape, portraiture, genre scenes, and many strains of abstract art. Huebler’s factualism, in other words, continued the attack on humanism staged by much of the art of the later 1960s—Mel Bochner, for example, had seen the advent of minimalism as “the probable end of all Renaissance values”—but it extended that attack into the realm of mimetic representation, using, we might even say, pictures against picturing.58

So far, I have been arguing that Huebler’s factualist work was marshaled against significance, proposing a mode of representation in which reality (at least in theory) is indifferently and systematically recorded rather than mined for moments of false revelation. I have also briefly suggested that this mode of representation was meant to correct the erroneously essen-tialist or idealist history of art and of thought. But such an account is hardly complete. Huebler’s work may prefer information to meaning, but it clearly does so absurdly, and, if we are to understand its implications, we need to take a closer look. Let us return to Variable Piece #4 New York City.

Take first the work’s lightly concealed preoccupation with surveillance. If we look again at the shot of the figure with the moustache (an image I characterized earlier as insistently devoid of significance), we notice that the man is looking back unhappily at Huebler, aware of being photographed (see fig. 7). Looking a few seconds further, we see that this man is also carrying his own camera. Over his left shoulder stands a figure waiting at the corner, dressed like a cartoon spy: black trench coat, black hat, dark sunglasses, face behind an open newspaper. To pick out and associate such details might seem willful, even abusive, of Huebler’s project, but we cannot deny that cameras appear, improbably, in two further images from the group, or that the black-clad man, whenever he is not occluded by others, is always waiting.59

Then there are the many little contextualizing facts that we can glean from these images. Although the pictures, as in most of Huebler’s works, are exhibited without regard for the order in which they were shot, an electric sign in a background billboard reveals that photographs in this group were taken at 10:21, 10:22, 10:25, and 10:26 that morning. The temperature, the same readout reveals, was thirty-five degrees Fahrenheit. These occasional bits of information (the sign is not visible in all the pictures) allow us to also track other developments—the slow movement of one truck in traffic or the fact that, between 10:22 and 10:26, someone dropped a large, angular object in the trash. These recorded facts are like evidence without a crime, and they set in motion a game of advancing and receding significance. Some details do come forward as salient and telling, but the information they provide fails to pass from logbook entry to narrative, from data to conclusion. Not seeing that serious play with significance was underway, the critic Robert Hughes complained of another of Huebler’s projects: “If some artist shows a clutch of Polaroids of himself playing table tennis, this is called ‘information.’ But who is informed, and about what?”60

Huebler’s inclusion of facts that are at once prominent and empty, we might now want to say, is less a straight refusal of meaning than it is a teasing submersion or diffusion of it. The artist knew all along that a purely materialist or factualist description of the world, however attractive it might seem, was impossible.61 Variable Piece #4, after all, announces its own radical partiality: it is only ten pictures. For Variable Piece #70 (In Process) Global, his masterwork begun in 1971, Huebler proposed to photograph “everyone alive.” He dryly added, however, that the artist would do so “to the extent of his capacity.”62 Another way to put this is to say that Huebler’s works were anyway always models for a total representation rather than instantiations of it. Fragmentary proposals toward such a practice could be delightful and funny, but a truly exhaustive mode of representation—even if it were possible—would be not only useless but also painfully uninteresting. At one point in Landscape Manual, Jeff Wall snaps harshly, as if to himself, “You sitting bored in spite of your leftover notions about ‘nothing is really boring at all’ fucked all over your dim face—you thought you might turn on the tape recorder & capture a moment of all this, for production later on a concrete wall in a cold parking garage.”63
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Fig. 30. Douglas Huebler, Variable Piece #4 New York City, November 1968 (detail).

More than just unfeasible and potentially dull, these anti-idealist schemes were inevitably still loaded with the qualities they tried to reject. Huebler admitted obliquely to a “lyrical or romantic” quality in his work, and even the photographs in Variable Piece #4 cannot help but provoke our desire to narrate and hierarchize experience.64 In one, a young businessman with shaded eyes and a plastic case strides cinematically into the center of the frame. In another, a woman in heels struggles with her suitcase, looking like a character out of Alfred Hitchcock. A third picture shows a pair of old ladies in pillbox hats, grimacing openly at the artist, and a fourth (fig. 30) rhymes the faces of two men from different races and classes, while placing their forms gingerly in contact with that of a woman walking the other way. This last picture looks in the end rather similar to such tales of urban intrigue as the Winogrand work we saw earlier (see fig. 9). Taken together, the photographs of Variable Piece #4 seem, despite themselves, to both demonstrate and indulge our need for organizing, metaphorizing representations of our world. The intriguing dynamics we see in all pictures, even these, may be imposed and erroneous, but they are necessary—indispensable clues for knowing the world.

By now it seems clear that Huebler’s work was not so much an assertion of fact as it was an inquiry into the very nature of fact, and into the relationships between fact and the world’s various systems of meaning. If we are to understand that inquiry, I think we need to turn, at this rather ambivalent point, to consider the broader cultural context in which this art unfolded. Facts were ubiquitous in the United States in 1968, and they were under a great deal of pressure—pressure because of all the work they were asked to do, but also because of their seams and cracks, the problems that a collective factualist fantasy began to engender. Take first the increasingly scientific quality of American culture. The Cold War spurred an explosive growth in science and especially in science’s connections to industry and to the state. Furthermore, American public discourse throughout the mid-twentieth century became increasingly smitten with scientific methods and vocabulary. Theodore Porter, for example, has traced this history in his book Trust in Numbers, recounting that the U.S. government required cost-benefit analysis on many public works during the New Deal (and that such analysis became a respectable economic specialization in the 1950s), but that the “massive effort to introduce quantitative criteria for public decisions” came in the 1960s and 1970s.65 The ongoing prominence of numerical public opinion research and of the use of statistics in journalism accompanied, in this period, the arrival and widespread popularity of systems theory and information science. The vocabulary of information, at first associated narrowly with figures such as Norbert Wiener and Claude Shannon, became—through the work of Marshall McLuhan and others—generally endemic to American culture. Facts, as never before, appeared as units, bits to be entered into systems. Indeed, the bit was a new watchword of the day—the catchy abbreviation of the computer’s binary unit. Knowledge, historically a spiritual endeavor, was now translatable into numerical code.

The art world was aware of such developments, even preoccupied with them. Jack Burnham curated a show at the Jewish Museum in 1970 called Software: Information Technology, Its New Meaning for Art and wrote, in a rather loose enthusiasm for the buzzwords of information theory: “Questions of information’s predictability, improbability, complexity, message structure, dissemination, delay, and distortion are factors not only for consideration, but for a work’s viability as art competing with other art forms.” Famously, the Museum of Modern Art presented an exhibition in the same year simply called Information. Dozens of artists participated, including Huebler; in the catalogue, each represented his or her work with a single black-and-white page. The aesthetic throughout was one of typewritten data and poor-quality photographs.66

Artists and critics in the period were mostly quite vague about the nature of their interest in information theory. One topic that Huebler at least seems to have enjoyed toying with was the problem of distinguishing data of potential value from the sheer continuum of information. Such problems had been key to the birth of information theory in the 1940s, since they pertained to code-cracking and surveillance. Military intelligence officers had to be able to distinguish data from static (or “noise,” as non-information was called) and then to distinguish which points of data were in fact relevant or useful. Huebler, who had served as an intelligence noncommissioned officer in the South Pacific during World War II, had a particularly close relationship to the problem of reading photographs. On Peleliu Island, his responsibilities had included mapping and logging the results of bombing raids, and working specifically to interpret aerial views.67 On some level, however, the problems of interpreting photographs were apparent to just about anyone in the United States in the 1960s.
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Fig. 31. Aerial photograph of Cuba from “The Pictures That Spurred Us to Act,” Life, November 2, 1962.

On this point, the art historian John J. Curley has brilliantly pointed out that, during the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, the American public was asked to find evidence of impending Armageddon in what to the amateur eye was a rather indistinct batch of photographs (fig. 31). Life magazine’s publication of four of them confidently asserted that the pictures demonstrated the Soviet nuclear buildup “with chilling clarity.” The evidence, however, was anything but clear to a lay reader, and had even been terrifyingly questionable to the experts. President John F. Kennedy himself was unable to read the images and had to rely on manic work from a federal office quite literally called the National Photographic Interpretation Center. Life recounted that “the photo interpreters and technicians of the CIA worked for 16 straight hours developing negatives, blowing up prints, carefully comparing these newest pictures with photographs taken three, four, and five weeks before.” The identification of the Cuban missiles as Soviet Ilyushins depended in

The caption reads: “Missile Launching Pads. Future firing sites for intermediate-range ballistic missiles . . . able to reach Los Angeles, show as four scars in the earth. . . . Earth-moving equipment has already started to level firing pads (1). Between the pads, construction has also started on two control bunkers (2).” (LIFE and the LIFE logo are registered trademarks of Time Inc. used under license.) the end on comparing a tail fin accidentally protruding from a canvas cover against an earlier photograph of a May Day parade in Moscow.68

There was some sad irony, then, in the fact that Kennedy’s own death would itself soon become the subject of problematic photographic interpretation. For several years after the president’s assassination in 1963, the nation remained preoccupied with a group of blurry, enlarged photographs from Dallas. In one of its cover stories devoted to the investigation, Life magazine focused in particular on frame 230 of the Zapruder film—an amateur movie that had accidentally captured the assassination (fig. 32). Frame 230 was significant—or, rather, appeared perhaps to be significant—because it seemed to document a moment when Kennedy had been hit, but Texas Governor John Connally had not. As such, it was understood to discredit the Warren Commission’s finding that both men were hit by a single bullet, and therefore to indicate the necessity, given the tight timing, of a second shooter. Life’s 1966 article reproduced twenty-five stills and further enlarged six. The magazine declared that their own “photo interpreters” had concluded, along with the surviving Connally himself (fig. 33), that the case should be reopened.69

The problem of identifying the significant from within blurry photographs was a public preoccupation in the 1960s—we might even say that certain kinds of photo-interpretive skills seemed to belong to civic life. But what kind of skills were these, exactly? Michelangelo Antonioni’s great 1966 film Blow-Up could be seen to allegorize this specific historical condition. The film involves an unnamed photographer who, having surreptitiously taken photographs of a couple in a London park, gradually realizes that he has accidentally captured evidence of a murder (fig. 34). Working at length in the darkroom to enlarge and re-enlarge his photographs, he eventually identifies a hand holding a gun in the bushes and even what appears to be a corpse. After the photographs are later stolen from his studio, the protagonist is left with a single print that the thieves overlooked. It pictures the corpse, but, grainy to the point of illegibility, it is useless as evidence (fig. 35). In the words of the screenplay’s description, it is nothing but “a random jumble of black and white dots.”70
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Fig. 32. Frame 230 of the Abraham Zapruder film, 1963.
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Fig. 33. Texas Governor John Connally examining stills from the Zapruder film, 1966.

It is notable that Blow-Up borrowed from the Zapruder film not only the enlargement and frustrating scrutiny of photographs as murder clues, but also the fact that the images in question were shot without any intention of capturing evidence. The evidence in each case is accidental, even readymade. The role of the human being is simply to try—unsuccessfully, in both cases—to make sense of what the machine, by chance, has transcribed. By contrast, in both the Cuban Missile Crisis and, for example, Alfred Hitchcock’s 1954 film Rear Window, evidentiary photography functioned in a traditionally intentional way. Human beings, wishing to piece together evidence, successfully managed the camera as a tool. In adopting the mechanistic chance model rather than the classic humanist one, Huebler and the other factualist photographers were not only rejecting an old model of art photography. They were tracking a transformation in the culture, a growing sense that reality, if recorded indifferently, might simply fail to cohere.71

Huebler was clearly thinking about the problems of finding evidence in photographs, especially in photographs that included evidence by chance. Most likely he had the Zapruder film specifically in mind—the 42nd Street work was made one day after the fifth anniversary of Kennedy’s murder. Then, throughout the early 1970s, Huebler traded explicitly in photographic enlargements, including detail after blurry detail in his works. These enlargements, however, never seemed quite to support the claims he made for them, and in fact rarely seemed to have anything of significance in them at all.72 Constantly promising detailed views into the hidden meaningfulness of things, Huebler kept instead giving his viewers elaborate proof of the world’s disordered quality, its failure to obey our wishes to signify—hence, for example, an exhibition announcement for which the artist marked off a drab section of riverbank, as if to identify something significant (fig. 36). After four years working on his “everyone alive” project, Huebler claimed in 1975 to have photographed tens of thousands of people on three continents. From these he then made an edition of 160 selected faces, calling them “discrete portraits” drawn from “that grainy continuum normally described as the ‘background’” (fig. 37).73 From this group, in turn, he chose nine for further enlargement. The implicit invitation is for us to see these nine selected people—all white men, it seems—as especially significant. Their scowls, shaded eyes, and hats give them the looks of diplomats, secret agents, or criminals. But the work’s proposal of a secret conspiracy of meaning is plainly absurd. The world is loaded with significance, Huebler suggests, but more than that, it is a place where lots of nothing keeps happening, day after day.
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Figs. 34 and 35. Michelangelo Antonioni, dir., Blow-Up, 1966 (stills).

The war in Vietnam was another terrain in which fact was contested. First of all, there was the frequent eventuality, as in Pentagon body counts, that items presented as facts were simply false—propagandistic fabrications. But more important was the horrifying degree to which fact and quantification became the basic stock of the war’s management and public face. The Department of Defense lay in the hands of a former statistics instructor, Robert McNamara, whose previous work included corporate systems-management at Ford. David Halberstam, in his history of the war, has written that Secretary McNamara obsessed over figures and rationality. “His power was facts,” Halberstam writes, “No one had more.” But if McNamara governed the war with facts, he was hardly alone. James William Gibson’s book The Perfect War: Technowar in Vietnam indicates the degree to which statistical management of facts pervaded every level of American combat (fig. 38):
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Fig. 36. Announcement for Douglas Huebler exhibition at Galerie MTL, Brussels, 1975. Leo Castelli Gallery Records, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 37. Douglas Huebler, 598/Variable Piece #70: 1971, 1975. Photographs and text, left panel: 37 × 36¾ in. (94 × 93.3 cm); right panel: 37 × 37 in. (94 × 94 cm). Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

Producing a high body count was crucial for promotion in the officer corps. Many high-level officers established “production quotas” for their units, and systems of “debit” and “credit” to calculate exactly how efficiently subordinate units and middle-management personnel performed. Different formulas were used, but the commitment to war as a rational production process was common to all. . . . The army’s 25th Infantry Division routinely sponsored a “Best of the Pack” contest for all platoons in the division. . . . In some other units . . . credits included enemy body counts, prisoners of war, and U.S. reenlistments. Debits included accidents, courts-martial, sicknesses, and all kinds of disciplinary problems. Credits minus debits equals the index of efficiency.

These figures, Gibson continues, “presented Vietnam as a war managed by rational men basing their decisions on scientific knowledge. Statistics helped to make war-managers appear legitimate to the American public.”74

This legitimacy held together for some time. By the end of the sixties, however, many Americans were calling into question not just the war, but the very system of rationality on which it was managed. And Vietnam here was crowded in by shadows of the Holocaust—its systematic use of data in service of the most inhuman behavior. Meanwhile the threat of global nuclear destruction provided daily evidence that rationality could serve as the face of the unconscionable. This horrifying truth was made comic by Stanley Kubrick’s 1964 film Dr. Strangelove. The film brilliantly emphasized the ironic beauty of the technocracy, the seduction—also traded on by the factualists—of an apparently anti-aesthetic universe (fig. 39).
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Fig. 38. Tables from James William Gibson, The Perfect War: Technowar in Vietnam (Boston: Atlantic Monthly, 1986).

By 1959, C. Wright Mills had already warned that postwar rationalization was producing “the man who is ‘with’ rationality but without reason.” Similar notes were soon struck by Herbert Marcuse, Lewis Mumford, and countless other activists and critical intellectuals around the world. Many named the problem “the technocracy,” indicating an overarching social decisionmaking process managed by statistically informed experts, rather than by a public or political process of judgment. Theodore Roszak, in his 1969 book The Making of a Counter Culture, wrote that the New Left was fundamentally a reaction against technocracy. Contemporary society, he argued, sought to make its citizens believe that “the vital needs of man are (contrary to everything the great souls of history have told us) purely technical in character.”75

Roszak argued that society had become dangerously preoccupied with the myth of objectivity. Following the sciences, he wrote, “all fields of knowledge [now] strive to become . . . objective: rigorously, painstakingly objective.” He continued: “Science under the technocracy has become a total culture dominating the lives of millions. . . . Objectivity as a state of being fills the very air we breathe in a scientific culture; it grips us subliminally in all we say, feel, and do. The mentality of the ideal scientist becomes the very soul of society.”76 Roszak ended his book with an appendix listing some of the acts and behaviors undertaken in the name of objective analysis, among them not only McNamara’s press conferences but also the explicit indifference of information theorists to the content of messages conveyed.
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Fig. 39. Stanley Kubrick, dir., Dr. Strangelove: Or How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb, 1964 (still). © 1963, renewed 1991, Columbia Pictures Industries, Inc. All rights reserved. Courtesy of Columbia Pictures.

What exactly was Huebler’s relationship to this context? He was of course preoccupied by science; his work often seems a bit like the doings of a Big Science research assistant gone off the rails. He said in 1969 that he had sought “expert help” from “the head physicist at Lincoln Labs” for a work requiring calculations of planetary movements, adding, “I wish I had the training that scientists, physicists, and so forth have today.” At the same time, Huebler distanced himself from scientific worldviews, adding, “I would like to see scientists and physicists and so forth be a little more playful, too. . . . I talked with a lot of them up around Boston and they are really very, very unwilling to think in the rather strange ways that art [does]—to take things seriously the way artists take some of these things seriously.”77

In fact Huebler was not, in the end, very much like a scientist. He strenuously avoided drawing the inferences and conclusions that are the very purpose of the scientific endeavor, preferring to wallow in information. But his work did mimic several methods of science—and mimicry it was: imitation, tinged to varying degrees with mockery. Specifically, it seems to have investigated three imperatives of scientific work: that it be systematic, that it be precise, and that it be randomly or appropriately sampled. Let us briefly consider each.

On the matter of system, Huebler was at once enthusiastic and derisive. When discussing the instructions by which his photo projects were generated, he stressed again and again that the images were triggered by systems, rather than by any human selection or judgment. At the same time, however, Huebler himself admitted, even repeatedly emphasized, that these were what he called “dumbbell systems.”78 By this I think he must have meant both that his systems were unlikely to glean any information of value and also that his were hardly rigorous systems to begin with, marred as they all were by guesswork and vagueness. Indeed, like other artists of the period, he seems to have relished a disregard for system, numbering and naming his works as if they formed a planned series of studies, but doing so with little regard to numerical sequence. He often showed a single work with different images in different contexts, sometimes even under different titles and dates.79 It was important to Huebler that his works be generated by systems, but they had to be failed systems—porous or broken.

The matter of precision was equally interesting to Huebler, and I think it was in this terrain that his work came closest to straightforward critique. The precision Huebler claimed for his methods was patently impossible. In one work made while walking around Amsterdam, for example, he repeatedly halved the time between exposures, claiming eventually to have taken pictures separated by the absurdly impossible span of .0087 seconds.80 Another work, Duration Piece #31 Boston, January 1974, consists of a single photograph of a nude, smiling woman. The accompanying page of text explains that Huebler exposed the photograph on New Year’s Eve, starting an eighth of a second before midnight and ending an eighth of a second after. The result, he wrote in his quasi-laboratory style, represented the young woman at the instant when “approximately half of her body existed within the old year, 1973, while the other half had entered the new year, 1974.” Since she was facing south, Huebler dryly added, it was her left side that had entered the new year. Science’s systems of representation look simply silly here, aiming madly to complete a description of an incoherent world.81

Huebler paid special attention to the matter of random sampling. Variable Piece #4 had quite literally taken the form of a blind test (see fig. 4). Recall, however, that its sample was taken not at regular intervals but rather at the moments when Huebler guessed that people were starting to cross the street. (He lets us know he got it wrong: the group includes a figureless close-up of a truck’s fender.) Another work made the same winter explicitly flouted the whole idea of proper sampling. Location Piece #5 Massachusetts–New Hampshire, February 1969 (fig. 40) carried the following explanatory text: “On February 7, ten photographs were made of snow lying 12 feet from the edge of Interstate Highway 495 in both Massachusetts and New Hampshire. Each photograph was made at an interval of every 5 miles, or of every 5 yards, or of every 5 feet, or of a variable combination of all those intervals. Ten photographs and this statement constitute the form of this piece.” In an interview the next summer, Huebler talked about this work, saying, “It could have been, and maybe it was, every five yards, or maybe it was every five feet, or maybe it was every five miles . . . and I won’t say which it was, really, because it doesn’t matter, you see.”82 Huebler’s constant withdrawal and re-proposal of rigorous randomness here—he won’t allow us to believe, for example, that he took pictures every three feet—is truly odd and difficult to grasp. I am tempted to agree with his assertion that it does not matter what spatial intervals separate these documents, but that is surely at least in part because the project doesn’t have any apparent purpose in the first place.

The feasibility and value of randomness—even the question of what, if anything, really constituted randomness—were real philosophical and research problems in the Cold War period. In 1955, as an aid to disinterested sampling, the RAND Corporation published a book (even now in print) called A Million Random Digits (fig. 41). The impossibility of true randomness, and the idiosyncrasy of laboring to approach it, were topics in the introduction: “The random digits in this book were produced by a rerandomization of a basic table generated by an electronic roulette wheel. Briefly, a random frequency pulse source, providing on the average about 100,000 pulses per second, was gated about once per second. . . . The machine was a 32-place roulette wheel which made, on the average, about 3000 revolutions per trial and produced one number per second. A binary-to-decimal converter was used which converted 20 of the 32 numbers (the other twelve were discarded).”83

A little later, the editors admitted, “The engineers had to make several modifications and refinements of the circuits before production of apparently satisfactory numbers was achieved. . . . Block 1 was produced immediately after a careful tune-up of the machine. . . . Apparently the machine had been running down.” Then the editors wrote about preparation for publication: “Because of the very nature of the tables, it did not seem necessary to proofread every page of the final manuscript, . . . [but] every twentieth page was proofread.”84
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Fig. 40. Douglas Huebler, Location Piece #5 Massachusetts–New Hampshire, February 1969 (details). Photographs and text, dimensions variable according to installation.
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Fig. 41. Page 1 from RAND Corporation, A Million Random Digits with 100,000 Normal Deviates (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1955).

This elixir of system and improvisation is pure Huebler—the artist could just about have written the book’s introduction himself. Consider the instructions to the user: “In any use of the table, one should first find a random starting position. A common procedure for doing this is to open the book to an unselected page of the digit table and blindly choose a five-digit number. . . . [That figure can then be used as the line number for digits to be chosen, but] to guard against the tendency of books to open repeatedly at the same page and the natural tendency of a person to choose a number toward the center of a page, every five-digit number used to determine a starting position should be marked and not used a second time for this purpose.”85 After months of high-tech work and tinkering, the choice of digits came down to closing one’s eyes and flipping the book open. The similarity of RAND’S unintentionally comic language to the tone of Huebler’s art is telling. Randomness is an effort, and the combination of the casually personal with the statistically rigorous was endemic to science, too. What Huebler studiously represents, even enjoys, is the absurdity at the base of the indispensible ideal of objectivity.

Let us return to those photographs of roadside snow (see fig. 40). I think the artist leaves us in some doubt as to how to approach them—whether to regard these images as peripheral support to a joke or instead to really look. And if we do choose to look at them, how do we do so? Are they like models in some kind of meteorological atlas, demonstrating the variety of textures that snow takes, or, more absurdly, the various forms that it clots into when plowed? Or are these a series of modernist visual essays that reveal to us the meanings everywhere just hiding in the world—the ways in which nature is already loaded with feelings of barrenness, for example, or of diversity paired with sameness, or of stiffness paired with fragility? Certainly, Huebler showed little apparent regard for the fineness of his prints, but we cannot deny that given a chance, the photographs are, despite his claims to the contrary, interesting.

Here I think we are in the area where Huebler’s various investigations of surveillance, objectivity, enumeration, precision, randomness, and so on, come together. These notions all huddle around the problem of significance, surely Huebler’s master concern. Science and other inferential practices (including, of course, art) share the imperative to make determinations about what will count—what will be captured or measured, and from among those things, what will be deemed worthy of attention. Their aim, in the end, is to make summary statements about the world. To proceed, such practices must step over the impossibility of making these selections in a perfectly defensible way. What I think Huebler and his factualist compatriots most doubted was the legitimacy of this work, of significance itself. Not that they were nihilists—their work is everywhere shot through with poetry and joy. But they seem to have wanted to hold onto the belief that any ordering of that meaning, any hierarchy of ideas—even if necessary—was always false.

What the German and American factualist photographers opened, around 1968, was the apparently contradictory possibility of rejecting both idealist picture-making and indifferent recording. The results were absurd and untenable pictures, at once boring and outrageous. These works did almost nothing to destabilize the conventions of mainstream commercial and amateur photography—photojournalism and family albums have as much faith as ever in the value of getting good, telling pictures—but they permanently altered the trajectory of art, sowing into it doubts about the very credibility of meaning.

Western culture in general around 1968 grappled with the possibility (itself an endpoint of several centuries of Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment thought) that the world had no intrinsic, unifying order, religious or otherwise. To describe the world responsibly, then, was to reject both religion and humanism for sheer reliance on facts—and even those were highly suspect. I would venture to add that this frightening prospect is one from which we, as a globe, have recoiled, without, however, having found any satisfying means for attempting a general description of things. For most of the Cold War period, a liberal consensus prevailed in much of the West; if it was officially secular, it nevertheless held to truths. In the years after the upheavals of 1968, this consensus eroded. Ours is a world in which the only comprehensive views are a market-oriented nihilism and various ascendant brands of reactionary religion offered precisely as tonic against this view. The factualists’ odd work amounted to a strategy of affirmation, undertaken in the face of infinite disorder: a means, perhaps, for playfully working our way out of this condition.


CHAPTER 2

Matter

Art in the Desert

As its title suggests, Richard Misrach’s 1983 photograph Waiting, Edwards Air Force Base, California is a picture of a family of NASA enthusiasts, camped out on the floor of a dry lakebed in Southern California, in anticipation of the return of the space shuttle (fig. 42). Misrach, with an acute eye for the drama of composition, has placed the group just below center, the disposition of their bodies and belongings mimicking the outline of the brown mountain range in the distance. It is a picture of the many contradictions of the desert: of hope matched with danger, of innocence pressed up against power, of nature playing host to high tech. Purity and pollution are both at work here, too, and—as in much desert art of the period—the futuristic is intertwined with the prehistoric, as an ancient sea awaits the arrival of a computerized visitor from outer space. In the middle of all this, of course, are the plaid shirts and baseball caps of an American family on a two-day outing.

What is especially striking about the photograph, though, is the pure scenographic emptiness of it, the way it capitalizes on the desert as a naked stage for drama. The picture depends on the resulting power of the centrally placed American flag, breaking the horizon between two peaks. This is the sign at the center of the picture, the vox clamantis in deserto. Of course, this effect is not only visible to us, Misrach’s viewers, but was also intended by the patriotic family, who—anticipating the emptiness of their destination—posted the flag high from the cab of their pickup. Like much desert art of the period, this photograph is about the intensity and foreignness of human signs when planted, freestanding, against the mute indifference of an apparent void.

In this chapter I want to make sense not of Misrach’s photographic project of the 1980s, elegant and revealing as it is, but rather of the strange intensity of modernist artists making art in and about the desert in the years around 1968. It was the period of Walter De Maria’s Lightning Field (1977), which might be described as a periodic natural performance in western New Mexico—and of Michelangelo Antonioni’s Zabriskie Point (1970), a utopic-tragic film of countercultural hope and violence, set largely in Death Valley. It was a period inaugurated, we might say, by Jean Tinguely’s Study for an End of the World No. 2 of 1962, in which the Swiss artist assembled a small array of objects on a dry lakebed in Nevada so that he might, in an absurdist parody of atomic testing, explode them (fig. 43).
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Fig. 42. Richard Misrach, Waiting, Edwards Air Force Base, California, 1983.
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Fig. 43. Jean Tinguely, Study for an End of the World No. 2, Las Vegas, 1962. (Photo: Coliene Murphy/John Bryson for Life. Archive Museum Tinguely, Basel.)

In this chapter, I want to try to understand why there was suddenly so much cultural activity out in the dry lands of the American West—why so many urban artists identified the desert as the best home for their various brands of late modernist avant-gardism. The answer I propose here will have something to do with the desert’s traditional meanings, together with the transformation and intensification of those meanings during the Cold War. It will also seek to identify the intersection of these meanings with the demands of modernism in its final stages, with the desperation of artists running up hard against the limits of their own skepticism. If Chapter 1 was about the camera and its quasi-antihumanist uses around 1968, this chapter is specifically about that period’s particularly emphatic brand of materialism. The desert appealed to artists at this time largely because it seemed to offer an abundance of matter, and specifically matter of an inert and relatively lifeless kind.

A rather insistent materialism had already been shaping American modernism for some time. By the late 1950s, artists were looking back at Jackson Pollock’s postwar drip paintings as declarations, above all, of their own real physical presence in the world.1 In the 1960s, many artists extended and intensified this materialist orientation, rejecting, meanwhile, some of its lingering expressive and humanist tones. The desert seemed a natural home for their work, which was to be, at least in part, an art of brute matter. The title of this chapter emphasizes this material aspect of the desert, but, as we shall see, many artists were also interested in the desert as a figure of emptiness. Indeed, desert modernism in these years often enacted a dialectic specifically between matter and void, with the planarity of the desert’s surfaces frequently operating as the hinge between the two.

The meanings of the desert for these artists, furthermore, were not restricted to this tense pairing of emptiness with rocky soil. Rather, artists were drawn also by the desert’s apparent simplicity and self-evidence, as well as by its ability to cleanly separate figure from ground. While artists rarely connected the word fact explicitly to the desert, their enthusiasm for these landscapes was everywhere bound up with the culture of fact—with its dreams of the straightforward, discrete thing, and of an empirical, material world. As we shall see, the desert was poised to indulge a broad range of factualist fantasies.

A brief look at a few cases of desert modernism can help clarify the key meanings this landscape held in the period. Consider again the artists’ book Royal Road Test, that collaborative work recording the effects of throwing a typewriter from a speeding car (see figs. 15, 16). We might now note the extreme dryness of the stretch of Mojave where Williams, Ruscha, and Blackwell staged their stunt: in most of the photographs, there is no evidence of plant life at all. In several ways, the work typifies the chief themes of desert modernism in the sixties. Like many of the works we shall be considering, Royal Road Test quotes period photographs of both nuclear testing and space exploration. Some pages look especially like images recently beamed back from the moon.2 As such, the work evokes both science and death, as well as the relationships between the two. At the same time—in a move that we will also come to see as typical—the book uses the desert as a sceno-graphic means for its isolation of units, as a sort of clean room for breaking a system into autonomous parts.
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Fig. 44. Donald Judd, installation view of one hundred untitled works in mill aluminum, 1982–86, in a refurbished artillery shed. Marfa, Texas.

It seems hardly a coincidence, then, that the desert lay at the origin of all of Ruscha’s photobooks: most of the images in Twentysix Gasoline Stations are of desert sites. Consider, too, that Ruscha, speaking of his use of the camera, sounded very much like the hero of a Western considering the rational (if violent) utility of his gun: “I just pick it up like an axe when I’ve got to chop down a tree, I pick up a camera and go out and shoot the pictures that I have to shoot. . . . I use it only when I have to. I use it to do a job.”3

An overlapping but rather different set of desert themes seems to have propelled the minimalist sculptor Donald Judd to move his life and his work, beginning in 1971, to the Chihuahuan Desert highlands of west Texas. There, in the town of Marfa, he gradually installed his sculptures in decommissioned military buildings on an open plain framed by distant mountains (fig. 44). Marfa, I would suggest, appealed to Judd as an anti-instrumental landscape, a place where his works could be pure things, the “specific objects” he had long advocated. Judd seems to have hoped that the desert might allow his objects to enjoy true and total autonomy, an imagined (and always partial) freedom not only from utility but from the very notion of system itself. Signaling that he sought, however impossibly, to overcome the systems of modernity in Marfa, he once wrote that he was working there “to defeat” a “military landscape overlain with a landscape of consumer kitsch.”4

Of course modern artists had come to the American desert before 1968, and they had not all done so for the same reasons. Some artists—perhaps most famously Georgia O’Keeffe and Ansel Adams—found a sympathetic vocabulary in the desert for elaborating formalist and spiritualist modernisms.5 Others emphasized the desert’s emptiness and materiality: think of the hard mountain photographs by Timothy O’Sullivan, for example, or the deadly indifference of Death Valley at the end of Frank Norris’s 1899 novel McTeague.6

That modernists came and returned to the desert should not surprise us. There are, after all, several inherent forms of affinity between the modernist movements in the arts and the landscapes of the desert. First of all, the two seem almost to share a design sensibility: like many kinds of modernist composition, the desert often appears simple, spare, rigid, and linear. The desert also, like much of modernism, seems defined by negation, by absence or withdrawal. Furthermore, the desert is a place, as one writer put it, of “the extreme individuation of . . . life-forms,” that is, of apparent disconnection, scattering, separateness. As such, it offers an ideal analogue (or setting) for modernism’s storied preoccupation with formalist autonomy—for the sense of the uniqueness and self-sufficiency of the art object as thing.7 And then of course there is the trope of difficulty: both modernism and the desert often seem to be landscapes safely navigated only by experts.

Indeed, modernism and the desert are rather specifically similar in some of the terms of their difficulty. In particular, both are spheres in which legibility is a problem. I say a problem because it is hard to tell what is a sign from what is not (is that a trail? is this a pencil mark?), and furthermore to know what meanings, if any, those signs might have. In both spheres, signs are few (Clement Greenberg famously remarked that a blank canvas could make a modernist painting); correspondingly, each carries great significance.8 One could add that, in both spheres, signification is therefore thematized. In the desert, of course, reading signs of shade, water, and weather can be a matter of life and death. The hero of the Western is thus in one respect quite like the modernist critic: he must have the skill to recognize subtle signs and know their meanings.9

Since at least the time of the Hebrew Bible, the desert had served as an important opposite to culture and civilization. As we shall see below, the desert’s nuclear functions during the Cold War, together with the (related) popularity around 1960 of Western films and television shows, gave this historic opposition particular flavors.10 The desert, to some degree at least, started to seem a place not only outside of culture but even outside of meaning itself—a landscape devoted only to physics. While the desert had always been a place of fossils and dried bones, after 1945 it also became the site of an overwhelmingly deadly indifference to content. However ideological the basis of the Cold War arms race, its ultimate result threatened to be purely and utterly physical. The desert’s extremes of hot and cold also took on new associations in the postwar period. The desert became a terrain of cold facts and the Cold War, a preview of both outer space and nuclear winter. It also became the home of blazing-hot atomic explosions. Both extremes could serve to fix things: to freeze or burn them stiffly into place. No surprise then, that in Westerns, the desert often appears as the brute, the mere, the pre- (as well as the post-), the outside, the basic, the core, the real, as well as the indifferent and the deadly. Ironically, these understandings of the desert did not prevent it from serving (as it had for millennia) as a source of transcendence, as a place of mystical significance. That these understandings of the desert were largely mythical, and mythical for historically specific reasons having to do with global politics in the period, made them no less potent. The artists treated here triangulated their assertion of the desert’s meaninglessness with their reliance on all its romantic, even primitivist associations.

Michael Heizer’s Double Negative of 1969, conceived on the desert’s strange axis of emptiness and high legibility, provides a good case for beginning to elaborate several key concerns of this chapter (fig. 45).11 To make the work, the artist, together with a construction crew, blasted and bulldozed two gashes into the crest of the Mormon Mesa, high above Nevada’s Virgin River. Dramatizing the instant at which the mesa’s relentless planarity suddenly drops away and opens to space, the work activates a play between those two great spatial tropes of the desert, surface and void. Double Negative remains ambiguous, furthermore, about whether we ought to regard that space as profound or simply as empty. Above all, however, the sculpture—if we may call it that—is a mark, an explosive scratching of a sign into the arid earth. The mark in question is clearly human-made, even intentional: a perfectly straight line that we match up, in our minds, from one side of the space to the other. But it is also, for all its size, radically uncertain, not even so precise as an X. It is a sign, to be sure, but one that threatens to be futile, totally without meaning.12
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Fig. 45. Michael Heizer, Double Negative, 1969. Mormon Mesa, Overton, Nevada. Two removals of 240,000 total tons of earth, rhyolite, and sandstone, 1,500 ft. (457 m) overall, each cut 50 × 30 ft. (15.2 × 9.1 m). Collection: Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles.
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Fig. 46. Monument Valley, Navajo Nation.

Double Negative both quotes and departs from natural desert forms. Compare it, for example, with Monument Valley, an iconic site that, just in the two years before Heizer completed his work, had appeared in the films Once Upon a Time in the West, Easy Rider, and even 2001: A Space Odyssey (fig. 46). It strikes me as significant that this slice of the Navajo Nation along the Utah-Arizona border, at least since John Ford’s 1939 film Stagecoach, had served as a chief site of America’s cinematic imagination of the desert. Monument Valley epitomized the notion of the desert as a lifeless place, the vertical surfaces of its siltstone formations underscoring the harsh materiality of the desert, its role as ur-wilderness. This fantasy depended in part on a willful ignorance of Navajo civilization (or a pernicious imagining of it as physical rather than cultural), but Monument Valley is indeed a place of hard facts, a landscape rather obviously indifferent to the aspirations of life. It is old and obedient to the geophysical principles of wind, gravity, and paucity of water. The desert in general is perfect for an especially basic notion of reality—one that holds human morality, even human efforts to imbue the material world with meaning, as fundamentally false. Many people have written about dry landscapes in this regard, noting, for example, that the desert is “a place without language,” a landscape defined by “the evaporation of meaning.”13

But Monument Valley is a contradiction: for all its apparently empty materiality, it is also dramatically expressive. The buttes, towering over the all-but-uneventful valley floor, do in fact register as monuments, as signs. They seem almost like sharply enunciated remarks, the meanings of which we nevertheless fail to grasp. (“Blocks of language,” they have been called.) This is surely one reason Monument Valley has been popular in science fiction as well as in Westerns: the buttes look like buildings in an alien architecture we don’t quite know how to read.14 Even desert landscapes without unusual rock formations embody this paradox, if more subtly: they boil over with associations even while seeming to reject everything but the fact of their own physical existence. For Heizer and other artists around 1970, this strange tension made the desert a perfect work site: a place to play materialist endgames with the very legitimacy of signification, with the effort to find meaning in the world. To understand these maneuvers, we should look back briefly at their initial laboratory: not the Western desert itself but the urban avant-garde of sixties modernism in New York.

Think again of the 42nd Street piece by Douglas Huebler that we considered closely in Chapter 1 (see fig. 4). Recall that Huebler, with his eyes closed, could not see what he was recording. His photographs were not composed for their drama or aptness, but triggered by simple adherence to perceived external fact. The work rejects any effort to capture just the right mix of people, just the right combination of, say, hope and despair, to uncover the essence of Midtown Manhattan. Chance is the ruling principle, and the world is figured as an undifferentiated stream of disorganized happenstance: this man’s fluttering necktie, that woman’s ungainly shopping bag, the flank of a truck momentarily at the center of things.

As we have seen, this radical anti-idealism, this insistence that “things . . . are only things,” was a guiding principle for many among the avant-garde around 1968.15 It was a commitment, too, that made the desert—a space of apparent meaninglessness—suddenly seem apt. Many of the artists who went to the desert in these years wanted, like Huebler, to forge a radical form of realism. Leaning on a mechanistic use of the camera, they went to exploit the desert’s apparent indifference and emptiness. One of the most important of these artists was Robert Smithson, a New York artist who began traveling out West in the late 1960s, playing with notions of geographic distance from America’s artistic capital (fig. 47).
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Fig. 47. Unidentified photographer, portrait of Robert Smithson, c. 1969. Gelatin silver print, 3½ × 3½ in. (9 × 9 cm). Robert Smithson and Nancy Holt papers, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 48. Robert Smithson, “The Monuments of Passaic: Has Paris Replaced Rome as the Eternal City?” Artforum (December 1967) (detail).

One of Smithson’s early stops was quite close, just across the Hudson River in New Jersey—site of his own birth and of the unusual project “The Monuments of Passaic” (fig. 48). This work took the form of a group of medium-format black-and-white photographs, together with a disjointed essay, published in the December 1967 edition of Artforum magazine. The project was based on a day trip Smithson had made that fall, leaving for the suburban fringe from the Port Authority Bus Terminal. The irony of the project’s title is that Smithson’s photographs record not the famous skyscrapers or public places of Manhattan, but rather the conspicuously non-monumental technical infrastructure along the Passaic River. (As in the name of Monument Valley, the word monument here is applied willfully to objects that ordinarily would not qualify.) One photograph, for example, takes as its subject a cobbled-together pipeline, leading from the muddy and shapeless bank to an aging mid-river pylon of indeterminate purpose (see fig. 48, upper left). The photograph is about the inappropriateness of its subject matter—about the position of this rickety structure beneath the threshold of the remarkable or significant. For all that, though, it hews to laws of pictorial composition, offering us a central receding line, zagging toward a slightly foiled symmetry on the horizon.

Smithson was interested, in fact, in the relationship between these photographs and traditional landscape painting. His article also included a poor-quality reproduction of Samuel Morse’s painting Allegorical Landscape, which had appeared in a New York Times review on the day of Smith-son’s trip (fig. 49). One could identify compositional similarities between the Morse painting and the photographs, in their use of framing trees and diagonally disposed shoreline. But while the painting, as its title announces, uses landscape to express organizing truths, Smithson proposes an attack on allegory: he seems to try with “The Monuments of Passaic” even to act against meaning itself. Avowing that he will resist romanticizing or anthropomorphizing the landscape, Smithson writes of Passaic, “It was there.”

At the same time, however, Smithson meant to sabotage his own apparent materialism. A slightly fuller quotation of this passage reveals the artist proposing tongue-in-cheek meanings for the landscape after all: “A psychoanalyst,” he suggestively writes, “might say that the landscape displayed ‘homosexual tendencies.’ [Consider again fig. 48.] But I will not draw such a crass anthropomorphic conclusion. I will merely say, ‘It was there.’”16

When Smithson realized his hopes for a major work in the desert, in April 1970, it was in the form of Spiral Jetty, probably the best-known work in all of desert modernism (fig. 50). Far more distant from urban culture, Spiral Jetty is a fifteen-hundred-foot-long formation of rock and earth trucked and bulldozed into the shallows along the north shore of the Great Salt Lake.17 It can be reached only with the help of detailed directions and via a three-hour drive from the nearest commercial airport, largely over gravel roads. Like Heizer’s Double Negative, this work is a mark in the wilderness—a sign, to be sure, but one with no clear meaning. Unlike Heizer, though, Smithson took his form not from an idealist geometry but rather from a natural one—the shape of salt crystals like those that would begin to form immediately on its edge, as well as that of shells and galaxies. Notably, however, it was not a truly natural Fibonacci spiral that Smithson marked out but rather an even, regularized one—one that bears the traces of the human imagination. What it resembles is not so much a crystal or a fern but rather an ancient American petroglyph, and also—as Smithson clearly intended—film reels and spinning helicopter blades.18 The form of the work, that is, initiates a play between the natural and the cultural, the material and the ideal.
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Fig. 49. Robert Smithson, detail showing a newspaper reproduction of Samuel F. B. Morse’s Allegorical Landscape, 1836, from “The Monuments of Passaic.”
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Fig. 50. Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, 1970. Great Salt Lake, Utah. Mud, salt crystals, rocks, water, 1,500 × 15 ft. (457 m × 457 cm). Collection Dia Art Foundation.

At the same time, Spiral Jetty is involved in varying scales of history, specifically in contextualizing the recent history of human endeavor—what Smithson once obliquely called “trivial history”—within a much longer geological, even astrophysical sense of the past and the future.19 And it is not just Smithson who understood the desert as offering such a long, contextualizing purpose: the desert itself, as Jean Baudrillard observed, seems to suggest to the American imagination “an even earlier stage than that of anthropology . . . : a mineralogy, a geology, a sidereality, an inhuman facticity.”20 This imaginative function of the desert—as the place where the present, the ancient past, and the far-off future meet one another—is due in part to the biblical primacy of the desert as a space of elemental, originary truth. It is due also to the storied lethality of the desert, its function as the graveyard of species and civilizations.21 Certainly Smithson’s own work and writing is loaded with jaunty efforts to bind modernity to geological time. He was interested in the proximity of his chosen site to the findspots of dinosaur fossils, and in the film he made about the work, he draws visual analogies between a bulldozer and a Stegosaurus. In an accompanying essay, also called “Spiral Jetty,” Smithson specifically evoked “modern prehistory,” and imaginatively described some oil-exploration ruins near the site of the sculpture (fig. 51) as belonging to “a Devonian industry, . . . a Silurian technology . . . [an] Upper Carboniferous Period.”22 Spiral Jetty, then, is about the scales of history at its site. It nests itself into the Wasatch Mountains just as much as into the salt-encrusted ruins of the abandoned oil jetty.
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Fig. 51. Wheels encrusted with salt near Spiral Jetty, 2004.

It seems to me that this anthropological-geological scale of Spiral Jetty mattered to Smithson because it offered an intensely materialist view of art, and of all human activity. At Spiral Jetty, that is, human endeavor is shown to be a physical process, a set of forces subject to the same laws of entropy as all other facts of nature. Smithson conceived the Jetty as a ruin for the future, and it was submerged by the rising lake not long after its completion, remaining underwater until the desert droughts of recent years. One day, it insists, we, too, shall be fossils. Although Smithson himself admitted “The desert is less ‘nature’ than a concept,” the concept in question was largely about matter: he clearly used Spiral Jetty’s desert context to lend the work an emphatic, if ephemeral, physicality.23

Mountains, dinosaurs, crystals, fossils, rocks, mud, hostile salinity, early industrial activity—all this context mattered to Smithson and to Spiral Jetty’s nihilistic materialism. But another, newer valence of the desert mattered, too: its role as the home of the nuclear age.24 One could say that the nuclear bomb made life seem more physical; for all the ways in which the Cold War was a conflict of ideologies, it was also an immensely materialist showdown. All the trappings of culture, politics, and thought seemed forever vulnerable—especially after the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962—to instantaneous atomization. A flash of fire and then, as a saying had it, back to the Stone Age.
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Fig. 52. Cloud from explosion near Spiral Jetty, 2004.

If the desert’s associations with geohistory and with materiality were old, the nuclear age only intensified them. As Emily Eliza Scott has observed, Hiroshima and Nagasaki, after the horror of their nuclear attacks, looked like deserts. And of course the American desert served as a primary site for the testing of nuclear bombs: the world’s first nuclear explosion, at the Trinity Site in New Mexico, was followed by more than two hundred above-ground tests between 1945 and 1962, about one hundred of them conducted in the aridity and relative emptiness of the Nevada Test Site (underground testing continued at the NTS for another three decades). The new, nuclear desert was far from invisible in the American public imagination: during the early Cold War years, Las Vegas even promoted atomic-bomb tourism. Meanwhile, the desert was also serving as a site for the prospecting and mining of the radioactive materials themselves.25 Even in recent years, the desert around Spiral Jetty has served as a conventional artillery testing site—I witnessed several detonations across the lake while visiting the Jetty in 2004 (fig. 52). The power of their smoke and sound would have pleased Smithson, I am sure, seeming to sum up the history of civilization as little more than the history of atoms and their movements.

I have been emphasizing the materializing effects of Spiral Jetty, the ways in which its form, its location, and Smithson’s rhetoric about it serve to conjure a rocky world—an indifferent place that claims to exist both before and after culture. But—and this, it seems to me, is the gist of the contradiction that defines Spiral Jetty—the work is also romantic. It is tinged with quasi-religious transcendentalism, preoccupied with universalizing analogies among industry, dinosaurs, and salt. The basic and vague reference to Native American art is, it must be said, a kind of essentialist humanism, even an emblem, however materialized, of counterculture primitivism.

Consider that in Smithson’s writing about the experience of Spiral Jetty, he not only insisted on the intensely materializing effects of the work—“No ideas, no concepts, no systems, no structures, no abstractions could hold themselves together in the actuality of that evidence”—but also immediately tinged this materiality with a kind of boundaryless, universalizing mysticism: “The shore of the lake became the edge of the sun, a boiling curve, an explosion rising into fiery prominence. . . . No sense wondering about classifications and categories, there were none.”26

If Spiral Jetty proffered a materialism that is also mystical, and used the desert to do so, it was hardly alone. Many Americans around 1968 were trying out cosmologies that were at once materialist and transcendental—and several of these were using the desert as an intellectual laboratory. The most prominent of these was Edward Abbey’s mass-marketed book Desert Solitaire: A Season in the Wilderness (1968). The book is about Abbey’s experience as a ranger in Arches National Monument, soon to become Arches National Park. At the start, Abbey offers his readers an explicit caution about his materialism: “It will be objected that the book deals too much with mere appearances, with the surface of things, and fails to engage and reveal the patterns of unifying relationships which form the true underlying reality of existence. Here I must confess that I know nothing whatever about true underlying reality, having never met any.” Abbey soon goes on to insist that the stunning natural stone arches of the park are “not the work of a cosmic hand,” but formed by “the modest wedging action of rainwater, melting snow, frost, and ice, aided by gravity.” Often the book is explicitly antihumanist, at times verging on nihilism: the desert frightens us, Abbey writes, “not through danger or hostility but in something far worse—its implacable indifference.” He goes on to say: “Whether we live or die is a matter of absolutely no concern whatsoever to the desert.”27

Mixed with these fervent claims, however, are Abbey’s extended appreciations of the spiritual value of confronting the hard rock of the Utah desert. He forthrightly calls Arches “the most beautiful place on earth,” even “God’s Navel.” He writes, “Out there is a different world, older and greater and deeper by far than ours.” The desert for Abbey is a place “to confront, immediately and directly if it’s possible, the bare bones of existence, the elemental and fundamental, the bedrock which sustains us.” In a full characterization of this transcendental materialism (he calls it “a hard and brutal mysticism”), Abbey then writes: “I want to be able to look at and into a juniper tree, a piece of quartz, a vulture, a spider, and see it as it is in itself, devoid of all humanly ascribed qualities. . . . To meet God or Medusa face to face.”28

For our purposes, what is striking about these odd formulations is that their blending of antihumanist materialism with spiritual fundamentalism echoes (and perhaps clarifies) the American art discourse of the middle and later 1960s. Abbey writes, “Turning Plato and Hegel on their heads I sometimes choose to think, no doubt perversely, that man is a dream, thought an illusion, and only rock is real. Rock and sun. . . . What does it mean? It means nothing. It is as it is and has no need for meaning.” This sounds almost like the words of the minimalist painter Frank Stella, who had remarked, four years before, of his paintings: “Only what can be seen there is there. . . . What you see is what you see.” It is perhaps even closer to Susan Sontag’s famous essay “Against Interpretation,” also of 1964, in which she argued that the critic’s task was to show “what [the work] is rather than to show what it means,” claiming that “to interpret is to impoverish, to deplete the world—in order to set up a shadow world of ‘meanings.’” Or, we might think again of Huebler, and his 1972 declaration that “meaning is the construct that is imposed upon the undifferentiated manifestation of all reality.”29

This skepticism about meaning was ironically tied also to a kind of purism, both for Abbey and for many of the period’s artists. The desert, in other words, seems to have served as a totem for an endemic neo-Greenbergian desire that form be allowed to remain true only to itself. When Abbey writes that the desert, like the moon, is “clean, pure, totally useless, quite unprofitable,” he echoes the Kantian writings of such period artists as Allan Kaprow, Robert Morris, and Joseph Kosuth, the first of whom, for example, influentially observed that marks in modern art had come to exist “more and more on their own, self-sufficiently.”30

Another way to put this is to say that the materialist meanings of the desert during the Cold War in no way shook off the desert’s long-standing spiritualist associations as a place of mystical revelation. And if, in the cultural imaginary of the period, the desert had a strongly antihumanist association, it was less because the desert seemed to extinguish the human subject per se than because it promised a romantic merger of the human subject with natural totality. Of course even atomic explosions, for all their nihilistic and materializing implications, caused people to consider higher truths. After Hiroshima and Nagasaki, President Truman said of the atom bomb, “We thank God it has come to us instead of to our enemies, and we pray that He may guide us to use it in His ways and for His purposes.” Heizer, enthusiast of rocks, declared that he had “a distaste for dreams” and that his work “could never be construed as romantic,” but he also said, “I guess I’d like to see art become more of a religion.”31 It remains an article of faith that pop art displaced abstract expressionism, thereby more or less permanently discrediting the essentialist truth claims of modernist art. The desert art of the 1960s, equal parts nihilism and spiritualism, complicates this account.32

Before going on to the artworks at the center of this chapter, we should pause briefly to consider one major remaining source of the desert’s cultural meanings during the Cold War—the Western. Clearly, artists such as Heizer and Smithson, bookish urbanites, were drawn to the desert in part by the promise of cowboy individualism held out in the period’s films and television programs. (Heizer acted in Walter De Maria’s 1969 film Hard Core, which was shot in Nevada’s Black Rock Desert, and which recalls Sergio Leone’s 1969 Western The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly.)33 But the Western held out a whole series of meanings and associations for the desert, ideas that aligned importantly with problems in the art discourse of the period.

Films and television programs about the violence of the nineteenth-century American West enjoyed an astounding degree of popularity during the Cold War: in 1959 there were thirty-five Western programs running regularly on American television, and eight of them were among the nation’s ten favorite shows. And while I am hardly the first to observe a connection between desert earthworks and the popularity of Westerns, I want to draw out in a bit of detail the specific meanings of the desert propagated by such programs in the 1960s. For it was surely in large part the Western that made the desert seem the right place for a certain brand of materialist avant-gardism in this period.34

In an excellent study of the genre, Jane Tompkins writes that Westerns are driven by “a hunger to be in touch with something absolutely real.” She observes, “Westerns believe that reality is material, not spiritual,” and they use the desert—which had had a variety of meanings in earlier forms of literature—as a hard, unchanging landscape of masculinized death. More specifically, “The Western is at heart anti-language. . . . Language is false or at best ineffectual; only actions are real.” While Westerns may temporarily grant language “a certain plausibility and value,” ultimately “that position is deliberately proven wrong—massively, totally, and unequivocally—with pounding hooves, thundering guns, blood and death.” Tompkins observes, “Facts are what the Western is always desperately trying to face.”35

Tompkins is especially interested in how this anti-linguistic structure serves the Western’s misogynist model of masculinity, but along the way she adroitly identifies the desert’s function as the embodiment of a fantastically perfect and lifeless “objecthood.” As many readers will immediately recognize, this is the very term that the critic Michael Fried famously used in 1967 to characterize the aim of minimalist sculpture: in the sixties, the avant-garde and the Western shared a distrust of representation, preferring, above all, a literal emphasis on real physicality.36

If we look specifically at one of the most popular and indelible Westerns of the postwar period, John Ford’s 1956 film The Searchers, we can identify some of the ways in which the Western’s use of desert as material-object landscape sets up pressing questions about natural and moral order—questions that we have already seen animating this period’s art. The film, although shot largely in Monument Valley, is set in Texas; the year is 1868. The narrative concerns a dogged search party that, after many difficult years, has dwindled to two men: Ethan Edwards (played by John Wayne) and Martin Pawley. The two seek to rescue their relative Debbie Edwards, who was kidnapped as a young child by a group of Comanche. Loaded with anxieties about miscegenation and gender (viewed now, the film is repugnant), The Searchers is resolved when the men return Debbie to her Anglo settlement. Much in the film depends on Edwards, who is a wise but dangerous rogue, a figure of violent masculine order. He emerges from the desert at the beginning and turns dramatically back into it at the end.

There are two main themes in the film—and, by extension, in Westerns in general—that pertain strongly to the desert as it was used by artists in the 1960s. First, there is the problem of legibility. As its title suggests, The Searchers is about years in the desert spent looking, spent expertly scanning the inscrutable landscape for signs. Monument Valley is the ideal home for this story, since, as we have seen, the power of those spires lies in their ambivalent relationship to sign status: they seem almost to express deep content, as grand architecture does, even while insisting on their status as geological accidents, nothing but eroded rock. Second, there is the role of the desert as the setting for questions about the existence and nature of moral order. Here, too, The Searchers is characteristic of many Westerns. Christian civilization, small and fragile, is attacked and imperiled by the wild forces that surround it. (In The Searchers, the Comanche are of the desert, while the Anglos, for the most part, are not.37)What is needed is a semi-wild figure, an intolerant and violent man who can navigate the wilderness on behalf of civilization. He must act outside the moral order of civilization precisely to restore it.38

For our purposes, it is the role of the desert in this moral structure that matters most. Here, the desert is the opposite of civilization, but the characteristics and purposes of that opposition are uncertain. Is the desert the ultimate proof of godlessness and amorality—a landscape horrifically indifferent to human beings and their pathetically constructed mores? Or is it rather the place of a true and pure moral order, a cleansing site outside the feminine inadequacy and masculine turpitude of the city? In many Westerns, including even such conservative films as The Searchers, this question remains unanswered: to the very end, the dry and open landscape remains a place for wondering about the possibility of a foundational order.39

VIJA CELMINS

Not all desert art was built physically into the landscape itself. I want to devote the heart of this chapter to the work of Vija Celmins, beginning with the remarkable prints and drawings of the desert floor that she began making in this period. Consider, first of all, the lithograph Untitled (Desert) of 1971 (fig. 53). For all its profound differences from Double Negative and Spiral Jetty (the sheet is less than two feet tall), it is a work that likewise engages the desert’s challenge to meaning. It records—in a mode at once soft and breathtakingly accurate—a small, nondescript section of gravelly desert floor. Unlike Pollock’s or Smithson’s art, this print carries on the traditional project of pictorial representation, but it does so only with great withholding: it offers us bigger rocks and smaller ones, but with hardly any sense of order. There is no central subject, almost nothing we could call composition. We might even add that, for all its realism, this print extends Pollock’s allover, indifferent materiality—that it figures the earth itself as an edgeless field of random happenstance. I think we will understand much about late modernism in the desert if we can make sense of the art of Vija Celmins, if we can articulate why weeks spent again and again copying photographs of pebbles would have struck her as worthwhile, as serious and right.40

This visual and conceptual opacity makes the print resistant to close description. But of course Celmins did make compositional, technical, and stylistic decisions as she shot the photograph, imagined the print, and then meticulously copied the image onto the stone with a wax crayon.41 Note, first of all, the visual looseness of the work. Photographic reproductions clean up the print, lending its forms an exaggerated definition. When seen in person, however, the rocks in this picture stand out only vaguely from the ground, and some parts of the picture crumble into abstract dabbling (fig. 54). Unlike many of Celmins’s works, this print also displays visible hatch-marking, notably in the background at upper right. Consider, too, the overall lack of differentiation. There is a slight and indistinct gathering of larger stones at lower right, as well as a mildly emphatic highlight on the rock just above center, but the overall effect is of the unordered distribution of the stones, and of the anti-dramatic narrowness in their range of sizes. At the same time, the picture denies us both a horizon and a firm viewing point, and the dimensions of the represented space are difficult to establish. (Celmins has said of the desert and of the Panamint Valley in particular, “I like . . . how you can’t tell what’s far sometimes and that mix-up of space.”) One overall result is a lack of orientation: this is a landscape without the basic structures of ordinary geographic understanding.42 The picture seems to have been laboriously designed as if to disregard its potential viewer; it seems almost indifferent to humanity itself.

Celmins, after completing this lithograph, adopted the desert as a major subject. In the subsequent four years, as we shall see, she made eight major works based on similar photographs. For most of these, as for the ocean and moon drawings she had been making since 1968, Celmins meticulously copied the photographs in pencil, working on paper that she had first smoothed with acrylic paint. Marking out grids or using an opaque projector to help her position each shadow and pebble on her paper, she made image after horizonless image of this hard, eventless surface, transcribing it into a monochromatic gray evocative less of the desert itself than of the traditions of printmaking and black-and-white photography.43
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Fig. 53. Vija Celmins, Untitled (Desert), 1971. Lithograph, composition: 21 × 27¾ in. (53.3 × 70.5 cm); sheet: 22⅜ × 29 in. (56.8 × 73.7 cm), edition: 65 + 12 AP. Printer: Ed Hamilton. Publisher: Cirrus Press, Los Angeles. Museum of Modern Art, New York, John B. Turner Fund.
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Fig. 54. Celmins, Untitled (Desert) (detail).

In some respects, Celmins was a fellow traveler with the factualist photographers we considered in Chapter 1. Already in 1966, she had painted Freeway (fig. 55), a grisaille in oil matching the photographic themes of Ruscha and Baldessari. Here a perfectly mundane and contingent instant, plucked photographically from an ordinary drive along the San Diego Freeway, is meticulously memorialized on canvas. Traffic is neither heavy nor light, and the scattering of billboards and infrastructure is indifferent rather than lyricized. A slightly ungainly tanker truck, obscure in faithfulness to the photographic backlighting, occupies the left center of the composition but refuses to resolve as significant. The painting is equally about the momentary arrangement of its cumulus clouds and about the planarity of dashboard, windshield, roadway, and sprawl.44

The indifferent factuality of this painting gives it a mere, skeletal quality. (Oddly, the mereness of the snapshot is at once exaggerated and overcome through the act of making it over in paint.) Before Freeway, Celmins had been making an even more intensely factualist kind of painting, including a series of tamped-down images of cheap household appliances, each isolated on a field of gray—a fan, a hot plate, a lamp, and so on. Undertaken in a cool, photojournalistic palette, each painting in this series had rendered its subject a discrete unit, a block or a bit of ordinary experience. These works have been characterized as “stupefyingly straightforward” and as “cold, hard facts.”45 James Lingwood’s essay on Celmins’s work throughout the sixties is titled “Pictures of Facts,” and the artist herself has characterized her way of working as “Just deadpan. Just the facts, man.” The critic Nancy Princenthal has suggested that Celmins is heir to a tradition of “Henry James and Theodore Dreiser, who animated their novels’ subjects by sheer descriptive exertion, filling in facts and then filling in facts between them in endless pursuit of an unassailable text, a text with the integrity of a scientific datum.”46
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Fig. 55. Vija Celmins, Freeway, 1966. Oil on canvas, 17½ × 26½ in. (44.5 × 67.3 cm). Private collection.
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Fig. 56. View (looking south) into the Panamint Valley, California.

When exactly Celmins began making photographs of the desert floor is uncertain—sources indicate it was somewhere between 1966 and 1970. The time of the desert works was a difficult one personally for Celmins: after some failed relationships, she found herself “cling[ing] to my studio, my dog, and roam[ing] the deserts.”47 She visited Panamint Valley and Death Valley in California, as well as other deserts in neighboring states. Sometimes she went with her friends and fellow artists James Turrell and Doug Wheeler; in 1973, she spent four months in New Mexico. “I loved the desert,” she later said.48

Unlike the art we considered in Chapter 1, however, Untitled (Desert) links its factualism to a strong emphasis on the bare physical materiality of the earth. This is a particularly astringent patch of desert—totally planar, totally lifeless, and just about devoid of incident. The Mojave’s Panamint Valley, which this picture represents, could certainly have been lyricized (see, for example, fig. 56), but Celmins—refusing equally the drama of framing mountains and the romance of sand or cracked mud—offers instead something resembling the surface of the moon or a stretch of gravel road.49 Indeed, for sheer rocky emptiness—if one will indulge that paradox—it is difficult to find any strong precedent in the history of Western landscape painting. Caspar David Friedrich’s Morning in the Riesengebirge is a painting of rocks and void, but for Friedrich the stony wilderness is grand, and, above all, overcome: it is a stage for the glory of God (fig. 57). Distancing herself explicitly from the emotional dialectics in Friedrich, Celmins once remarked, “I . . . don’t have that . . . tendency to project loneliness and romance onto nature.” Instead, she said, “I like looking and describing.” On another occasion she added, “Whatever the photographs told me, I did.”50
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Fig. 57. Caspar David Friedrich, Morning in the Riesengebirge, 1810. Oil on canvas, 43 × 67 in. (109 × 170 cm). Schloss Charlottenburg, Berlin.

If this print is simply a transcription of geological happenstance, it is emphatically physical in other ways as well. Although she ultimately preferred the physicality of drawing and etching, Celmins liked lithography for reasons associated with the desert’s apparent materiality. Noting the weight of the lithographic stones, she said, “I loved the rocks. . . . Drawing on a rock is kind of crazy.” The very facticity of the source photographs had a stony materiality for her as well: “Picking up photographs,” she said, “is like picking up rocks.” It is clear, too, that Celmins’s working methods were intended to produce images with a visual weight and substance even independent of their depicted subjects. She has bemoaned the atmospheric brown of one of her early desert works, deeming the effect “too illusionistic.” True to modernism, Celmins has stuck almost entirely to a pencil gray—a neutral tone that allows her drawings and prints to remain things, palpably marked surfaces.51

Consider Moon Surface (Luna 9) #1, one of at least seven works Celmins made between 1969 and 1972 depicting the surfaces of the moon and Mars (fig. 58). It is a pencil drawing on a single sheet, but it pictures two prints of the same lunar photograph: a smaller one, almost like a drugstore print, laid on top of another one printed at twice the scale. Like the desert image we have been looking at, its main subject is a natural scattering of rocks on a lifeless field, although now these are matched by a pattern, if one can call it that, of little asteroidal pockmarks and craters. Note that Celmins has downplayed a rock near the center that, because of placement and slightly grander size, threatened to serve the photograph with a central figure: the occlusion of the smaller print prevents us from seeing any evidence of it at the larger scale, aside from its shadow.52 Meanwhile, the definition of shapes, particularly at the larger scale, is loose—it is a soft focus that seems at once photographic and charcoal-like. Overall, despite its density, the image is almost ethereally abstract, and we are glad for the title and the foot of the lunar lander, at lower right, to cue as to what we are seeing. Along the left edge especially, the drawing dissolves almost entirely into a field of blurry graphite.

It is evident that Celmins was interested not only in the materiality of the lunar surface but also in the science, in the advanced robotic technology required to bring this empty field into human view. Speaking years later about works like this one, she evoked the figure of the recording machine that we considered in Chapter 1: “I started to do these moon drawings from photographs that had been taken by a machine that had recorded the range of grays on the moon and had transmitted them back.” Indeed, as Cécile Whiting has pointed out, Celmins’s drawings of the lunar surface appear to be specifically predicated on nonhuman vision; although begun after the Apollo 11 moonwalk of July 1969, all are based on pictures from the unmanned Soviet and American landings of 1966.53
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Fig. 58. Vija Celmins, Moon Surface (Luna 9) #1, 1969. Graphite on acrylic ground on paper, 13¾ × 8½ in. (35 × 47.2 cm). Museum of Modern Art, New York; Mrs. Florene M. Schoenborn Fund.
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Fig. 59. Spread of lunar photographs taken by Luna 9, from “Right Down on the Moon,” Life, February 11, 1966, 26–27. (LIFE and the LIFE logo are registered trademarks of Time Inc. used under license. Photo: Associated Press.)

The source for this drawing was in fact one of the first photographs ever made on the surface of the moon. Shot by the Soviet craft Luna 9 early in 1966, the image had appeared as a spread in Life magazine on February 11 of that year (fig. 59). Note that in re-transcribing the image, Celmins chose to maintain, even to emphasize, the signal dropout lines. She cropped the image so as to push the horizon faintly to one corner and exaggerated the over-lighting and blurriness at left, producing thereby an image even more indefinite and illegible than its source. Notably, she chose to base her drawing on this initial image, and not on one corrected for spherical distortion (see fig. 59, at lower right).54 One might add, too, that in choosing to work in 1969 from this earlier picture of the moon, Celmins was selecting an image that already looked notably like a work of art, almost like a gauzy abstract expressionist drawing in charcoal.

As I have already suggested, I think this work is in part about problems of transmission. (Even the text in Life was focused centrally on the elaborate physical apparatus of sending and receiving the images: it said that this photograph, although made under commands from Moscow, “was received at Jodrell Bank observatory in England.”55) Celmins’s odd doubling of the image physicalizes it, compelling the viewer to see two photographs, rather than just the lunar surface itself. But her version of this image not only calls attention to the cultural phenomenon of photographic mediation (as pop art had done through much of the 1960s); it also holds onto some of the traditional formalist problems of modernism. The white spaces between the two images, after all, do not read coherently as the curling edges of a photograph but rather, incongruously, as exposed drawing paper. And more generally, this drawing, like the desert lithograph, is almost Greenbergian in its simultaneous insistence on both the illusionistic rendering of space and the literal marking of the surface.56

The theme of transmission in this work is closely tied to questions of legibility (What, if anything, are we looking at?) and of significance (What, if anything, does it mean?). Photographs of the lifeless lunar and Martian surfaces were circulating in the period as documents of information, even in art contexts. The catalogue for the Museum of Modern Art’s 1970 Information exhibition, for example, included photographs of Mars, together with a printout of the “binary data dump” of digits through which they were transmitted.57 Celmins’s work, by copying the Luna 9 photograph in pencil for an art context, both deepens the difficulty of reading it and also underlines the uncertain importance of being able to do so. The source photograph, among the first close-up images of the lunar surface, had great value and interest attached to it. But of course it also looked very much like a picture of nothing, or of nothing important—a record of a few rocks and holes lacking any particular drama. The exciting irony of the picture, then—and here I mean not only Celmins’s drawing but also the source photograph, as seen through it—is that the most expensive and highest scientific findings of the period seemed to confirm the indifferent nothingness of the universe.

Some feeling for this irony came through in the writing about lunar exploration at the time. The text accompanying Life’s portfolio of the Luna 9 photographs forthrightly declared that they revealed the moon to be a “bleak ball.” Similarly, after the landing of humans with Apollo 11 three years later, the same magazine ran an essay called “So Long to the Good Old Moon.” For millennia, the article claimed, the moon had “inspired fertility rites among Asians . . . provided goddesses for Babylonians and Egyptians . . . stopped the sap in Cuban trees and started it in Broadway song writers.” Now, however, photographs of the moon had left us horribly disillusioned: “The damned thing,” the article concluded, “is nothing but a ball of dirt.”58

Accordingly, the lunar surface was seen as a kind of analogue to—even an extension of—the earth’s deserts. Lunar landings had been practiced in the Mojave Desert since the early 1960s, and Neil Armstrong, while walking on the moon in 1969, famously remarked that it looked “like much of the high desert of the United States.”59 The title of Celmins’s Luna 9 drawing announces explicitly that this is a drawing of a surface. The great, expanding universe is shown to be a plane of indifferent and insignificant matter. In Celmins’s drawing, as in other figurations of the moon from this period, the absence of life and of atmosphere seems to stand for the absence of any underlying or nonvisible reality. In the same way, the exposed rock operates, ironically, as a rich metaphor for the hollowness or emptiness of the universe.

If this drawing seems to present the universe as a meaningless physical-chemical fabric, it does not foreclose the possibility of wonder. For all the materialist nihilism attached to the moon’s dusty expanse, after all, the space program was also a means for Cold War spiritualism. President Richard Nixon even declared the time of the Apollo 11 landing (which, remember, took place before Celmins began her moon drawings) to be “the greatest week in the history of the world since creation.” In doing so, he was continuing the religiosity of earlier moments in the space program, such as the worldwide television broadcasting of an image of the earth from space on Christmas Eve, 1968, accompanied as it was by astronauts reading from the biblical book of Genesis.60 If not everyone found the moon landing an event of religious significance, a great many found it meaningful or important—it is estimated that one million people traveled to Florida in the summer of 1969 to watch the launch of Apollo 11.61 In other words, the space race itself—both neutrally scientific and archly political—was an endeavor at once materialist and mystical. We might even say that, like the Western, the space race was a stage on which to inquire into the existence of any natural meaning or order. The iconic image of Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin’s planting of the American flag on that July 20 is nothing if not a record of meaning being appended to, or imposed upon, an open field (fig. 60). Like Friedrich’s pilgrims, and Misrach’s, the astronauts planted a pole to break the horizon with meaning. It was these oscillating dynamics between mere soil and lofty significance that Celmins, picking up her pencil, pushed upon so intently.

Part of what I am trying to suggest is that, in the American public imagination at the end of the 1960s, desert and moon were tied together in a confusing nexus of materialism and idealism. This confusion of thoughts and feelings was furthermore linked to an apocalyptic blend of futurism and primitivism. The desert, the moon, the space program, nuclear weaponry—all were tied both to a sense of pure physicality and also to the Cold War’s highest forms of ideological abstraction. Consider the optimistic-nihilistic bundling together of empty landscapes and high tech in Michael Heizer’s remarks about his experience of the late 1960s: “As I watched the moon landing,” Heizer wrote to a patron, “I noticed there were only two things there: holes and blocks of stone. It made me feel pretty good to see that future.” On another occasion, he remarked, “It looked like the world was coming to an end, at least for me. That’s why I went out in the desert and started making things in dirt.”62 If for many people in 1969 the moon landing carried vague associations with atomic warfare, for Celmins the relationship was particularly strong: she watched the Apollo 11 landing with her friend Clarence Palmer, a physicist who had flown over Hiroshima at the time of the nuclear attack, in order to evaluate its effects.63
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Fig. 60. Buzz Aldrin and the U.S. flag on the moon, July 1969. (Photo: NASA.)

Celmins returned to the subject of the desert in 1973, with a group of three small drawings, including Untitled (Irregular Desert) (fig. 61). Here again the contours are drawn loosely, and the overall field—despite the hint of a C-shaped path for floodwater curving from upper right to center left—is lifeless, horizonless, and indefinite in size. The rocks are paper-white where they directly face the sun; Celmins’s task was to fill in the various grades of shadow everywhere behind them. The drawing is governed by the fact that the artist, subtly but unmistakably, has indulged us with a central sign: one rock, just left of center, that appears like a figure on a ground, almost like a protagonist on a framing landscape. The cinematic shadows intensify this whiff of drama. Nevertheless, especially when seen in person, the image has an effect of indifferent overallness, of withholding any clear individuation. It is precisely the lightness or thinness of the central rock’s claim to significance that propels the drawing.64

Working from a different photograph the next year, Celmins completed Untitled (Medium Desert), again in pencil on paper (fig. 62). The format is a little bigger, more than nineteen inches on the long side, and the degree of verisimilitude is even higher. We might describe this drawing as more astringent than the earlier one. Its working is a little tougher, more impenetrable, and its even lighting makes the long shadows of the smaller work seem almost narrative in comparison. There is no prospect of a central figure here; rather, about twenty-five scattered rocks seem just large enough to narrowly distinguish themselves from the surrounding pebbles and dirt. If Celmins was carefully deploying dialectics within these drawings between homogeneity and (significant) difference, she was doing the same across pairings and groups of works. At around the same time, she made three more works from the same source photograph, each inviting intensive comparison with the others.65
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Fig. 61. Vija Celmins, Untitled (Irregular Desert), 1973. Graphite on acrylic ground on paper, 12 × 15 in. (30.5 × 38 cm). Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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Fig. 62. Vija Celmins, Untitled (Medium Desert), 1974. Graphite on acrylic ground on paper, 15¼ × 19½ in. (38.7 × 49.5 cm). Menil Collection, Houston.

Of these three, let us consider particularly Untitled (Double Desert) (fig. 63). The work is one of many in Celmins’s early oeuvre concerned with doubling and re-doubling.66 In Double Desert, doubling is a means for playing with comparison, and with the thresholds where matter begins to take legible form. Here the photograph used for Medium Desert is copied twice, at different scales, onto a single sheet of paper. The work operates by compelling us to confirm the identity of the two copies. In order to do so, we find ourselves relying upon the relative positions of the larger pebbles. The rocks, then, become signs, but the drawing insists that we have made them so, that their significance is invented by us, instrumentally, rather than there to be found. They fall back into insignificance the moment we fix our gaze back on either of the two drawings. This understanding of the essential meaninglessness of space is the project, we might say, of Celmins’s landscape art, a project at odds with the essentializing and religious history of the genre. In this regard, Untitled (Double Desert) is quite like, despite massive differences in scale and medium, Heizer’s similarly named Double Negative: both works linger at a point where marks or objects might just teeter into becoming signs, where something becomes significant rather than merely there. And, although Heizer dynamites his own marks into the desert rather than finding them, each work leans on doubling, on repetition, to convert a patch of earth—if only provisionally—into a semi-sensible utterance.

A later work further clarifies Celmins’s interest in the (fragile, confected) possibility of the natural world’s meaningfulness. To Fix the Image in Memory I–XI of 1977–82 comprises eleven pairs (fig. 64). Each contains a stone that the artist found on the desert floor in New Mexico, together with a copy that she later cast in bronze and painted to match. It is a game about the difference between the flecks and lines on the bronzes (which are signs, at least in the basic sense of representing something) and the identical ones on the rocks (which, while perhaps communicative to a geologist, have no intention to convey anything).67 In several cases, Celmins has chosen rocks speckled with marks that look almost human-made: ones with tidy straight lines on them, or Xs. In a similar vein, beginning in 1973, the artist made many drawings of star clusters, which she titled after constellations (Cassiopeia, Hydra, and, most often, Coma Berenices). Refusing the schematic legibility required to identify the supposed figures in the night sky, the drawings emphasize the willfulness involved in naming constellations—the imposition of pattern onto celestial happenstance.68
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Fig. 63. Vija Celmins, Untitled (Double Desert), 1974. Graphite on acrylic ground on paper, 12¼ × 24 in. (31 × 61 cm). Collection Mr. and Mrs. Harry W. Anderson.
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Fig. 64. Vija Celmins, To Fix the Image in Memory I–XI, 1977–82. Collection of eleven stones and eleven painted bronzes, overall dimensions variable. Museum of Modern Art, New York, gift of Edward R. Broida in honor of David and Renee McKee.

We should recall that it is not only Celmins and these other visual artists who have noted the desert’s challenge to language and to meaning. Baudrillard writes that “words . . . are always unwelcome” in the desert; Abbey finds that “words fail.”69 Ethan Edwards, of The Searchers, reacts to even short stretches of speech by cutting them off: “I’d be obliged if you’d get to the point,” he says. “There’s no more time for praying. Amen.” The difference between these more hostile figurations and mute artworks such as Untitled (Medium Desert) is not merely that Celmins connects her critique of representation to the long tradition of modernism going back before Pablo Picasso and Ferdinand de Saussure. The difference is also that, if Celmins worries that representation might be purely social and in some way unreal, she also sees it as both inevitable and indispensible. Unlike Abbey’s Desert Solitaire, which distrusts words and ideas as “a sort of mental smog that keeps getting between a man and the world,” Medium Desert uses this landscape, more subtly and ambivalently, to propose that representation is fragile, a slippery and necessarily constructed procedure.70 Or, we might say, Celmins answers the hostile materialism of the Western by patiently showing that representation is not entirely invented—that it is, at least in a germinal form, given to us by the world.

One of the greatest feats of interpretive criticism on Celmins’s work was offered by the artist herself, in the form of her decision to include Jorge Luis Borges’s 1941 story “Funes the Memorious” in a book dedicated to her work. The narrator in Borges’s story tells of a now-deceased man named Ireneo Funes, who, through an accident that also left him paralyzed, had been bestowed with complete and totally indifferent powers of perception and memory. Funes, the narrator relates, could perceive at a single glance “all the leaves and tendrils and fruit that make up a grape vine.” He could immediately grasp and remember all the details of “the stormy mane of a pony . . . a herd of cattle on a hill . . . [and a] changing fire and its innumerable ashes.” Not only did Funes “[know] by heart the forms of the southern clouds at dawn on the 30th April, 1882,” but he was able to “compare them in his memory with the mottled streaks on a book in Spanish binding he had only seen once.”71 (Borges’s reference to the disposition of clouds would naturally strike a chord with Celmins, who made at least three exacting drawings of unremarkable cloud formations between about 1968 and 1975, not counting the painting Freeway.72) “Funes the Memorious” expresses the fantasy of a human recording machine, a living mechanism of materialist anti-idealism. Even while it proposes this figure, however, the story is overt about its fantastical quality. Impossibility is one source of its pleasures.

Funes’s world, the narrator emphasizes, had no hierarchy: “I repeat that the least important of his memories was more minute and more vivid than our perception of physical pleasure or physical torment.” Funes perceived the world without any system at all. His means of counting was to give each number a unique name, unrelated to the others: “In place of seven thousand thirteen, he would say (for example) Máximo Pérez, in place of seven thousand fourteen, The Railroad; other numbers were Luis Melián Lafinur, Olimar, sulphur, the reins, the whale, the gas, the cauldron, Napoleon, Agustín de Vedia. In place of five hundred, he would say nine.” The narrator relates his own frustration with this lack of system: “I tried to explain to him that this rhapsody of incoherent terms was precisely the opposite of a system of numbers. I told him that saying 365 meant saying three hundreds, six tens, five ones, an analysis which is not found in the ‘numbers’ The Negro Timoteo or meat blanket. Funes did not understand me or refused to understand me.” Finally the narrator concludes that Funes was “almost incapable of ideas of a general, Platonic sort,” even that “he was not very capable of thought. To think is to forget differences, [to] generalize, [to] make abstractions.”73

One critic, writing well before Celmins published “Funes,” connected such impossibly concrete and anti-systematic thinking to Celmins’s art, and to its pleasures. “Suppose you live in a nominalistic universe,” Jim Lewis wrote in regard to Celmins’s art. “There are no abstract objects. . . . Metaphor does not exist; everything is what it is and is not another thing. . . . Express, on a sheet of paper no bigger than three feet square, the sublime beauty of such a finite world.”74 Lewis, it seems to me, has named here the central paradox: the gorgeous lyricism of an imagined world without metaphor.

In various ways in all her desert drawings, Celmins seems to have been intent on staging situations of liminal or vacillating significance. A perpetual uncertainty over whether any figures can be distinguished from the ground amounts also to an uncertainty over any element or degree of significance in the drawings—what little significance we find is marginal, circumstantial, and fleeting. In these drawings, Celmins attaches questions about the legitimacy of significance to natural matter, to the earth itself. The landscapes for this move had to be the desert, the moon, and the like: terrains at once rock solid and seemingly vacuous.

I think it will be clarifying if we conclude this discussion of Celmins by looking at drawings without any dry earth in them: her ocean works. The surface of the sea was in fact Celmins’s dominant subject in these years, accounting for at least twenty drawings and two lithographic editions between 1968 and 1973. Like the desert works, the seascapes are devoted to close views with no horizon.75 Shore is never visible. They are remarkably uneventful, and although each one is based on its own photograph that the artist shot from the pier near her home in Venice, California, the subjects are generic and unlocatable.76 It seems to me that the seascapes play out their gestures of anti-significance differently than the desert works and that they are also, for reasons that I hope to help explain, more grippingly, ambiguously beautiful. Indeed, I think they offer an especially rich means for historical interpretation, for comparing the tough landscape art of 1968 with the long history of painting the natural world.

Consider one of the largest: a drawing almost four feet across called Untitled (Big Sea #1) (fig. 65). As in just about all Celmins’s seascapes, the weather here is indeterminate—neither rough nor calm—and the waves fail to resolve into any kind of pattern. An early reviewer, writing of works such as this one, characterized them as “endless, untouched expanses of molecules,” as “visual records” of the “skin of the water.” It is a characterization Celmins would likely accept. She has said, “I don’t use the ocean in any kind of symbolic way,” and, “I don’t have any message or anything.”77
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Fig. 65. Vija Celmins, Untitled (Big Sea #1), 1969. Graphite on acrylic ground on paper, 34⅛ × 45¼ in. (86.7 × 115 cm). Private collection.
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Fig. 66. J. M. W. Turner, Dutch Boats in a Gale: Fishermen Endeavoring to Put Their Fish on Board, 1801. Oil on canvas, 64 × 87 in. (162.5 × 221 cm). Private collection, on loan to the National Gallery, London.

Think how insistently different this is from a painting such as J. M. W. Turner’s seascape with the lushly descriptive title Dutch Boats in a Gale: Fishermen Endeavoring to Put Their Fish on Board (fig. 66). Turner’s is a painting of risk, emotion, event: a group of vulnerable little boats. Like Celmins, Turner is preoccupied with the indifferent materiality of the sea, but for him this matter is obviously and deeply consequential—it poses a heavy threat of drowning. That word endeavor in the title is just right; after all, this is a painting of humans trying to make something, working against the unpredictability of weather, the indifference of the natural world.

If we look forward another seven decades, however, to Gustave Courbet’s 1869 painting The Wave, we already find an artist interested not in the human drama presented by water, but now—in a strangely autonomous, modernist way—in the physical weight, movement, and light effects of the water itself (fig. 67). On this canvas, the painter paid special attention to the blossoms of mist, their reflections of sunlight, their loose freedom. Such a study of water’s physicality was interesting enough to Courbet that, like Celmins, he worked the subject over again from scratch. In another painting from around the same time we see the same wave, with its edges hardened, its forms more precise and weighty. Spray is again a major subject, but it breaks into blisters and globules, rather than vaporizing as it does here.78

Courbet’s wave, though, is resolutely an event, and the shifting emphases on light and weight are efforts to get it right, to fumble around for a means to grasp the heart of the wave and deliver it to us. By comparison, Celmins has chosen an anti-subject, a stretch of water without any particular character to be conveyed. Celmins’s pendant drawing, Untitled (Big Sea #2), made the same year, shows an altogether different field of waves (here the sharper wavelets are concentrated at front, and across the middle), but on the level of content it is no more promising, in fact no different at all (fig. 68). In these works, the absurdity of Celmins’s effort is at its height. Even more than the earth of the desert pictures, the configurations of water and wind seem to belong to oblivion. Had she not shot the source photographs, the formation so carefully recovered here—captured in a sixtieth of a second—would simply never have registered. Nevertheless, Celmins will not allow herself any vagueness. She is quite laboriously invested in the differences between two geographic and historical situations that, on any known level of significance, are interchangeable. The drawings, for all their blank banality, end up eerie, even gorgeous.79
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Fig. 67. Gustave Courbet, The Wave (La Vague), c. 1869. Oil on canvas, 25¾ × 35[image: Images] in. (65.4 × 89 cm). Brooklyn Museum of Art, gift of Mrs. Horace Havemeyer.

In my view, the key moment in Celmins’s early sea drawings came in 1971, with the drawing Untitled (Ocean with Cross #1) (fig. 69). While not as large as the Big Sea drawings, this one is bigger than most: nearly two feet across. The area it represents also appears to be unusually large—Celmins has zoomed out slightly, if you will—and the wavelets look correspondingly smaller.80 The scene, devoid of any little rough patch caught by a gust or tidal eddy, is even more evenly weatherless and unremarkable than most of Celmins’s seascapes. The size of the drawing, moreover, makes it seem less like a drawing than like a small canvas, and the artist’s impossibly even and fluid application of the graphite also lends it the blended look of a painting.81 As a result, the drawing is remarkably successful and coherent as an illusion, an effect only heightened by the light rippling lent to the picture by the texture of the paper. Although the forms of the waves look slightly rigid when viewed very closely, at even a moderate distance, they seem almost to swell and shift. At the same time, the gray tone of the graphite wobbles just on the edge of being mimetic, evoking water on a cloudy day even while pulling the viewer back to pencil and photography.
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Fig. 68. Vija Celmins, Untitled (Big Sea #2), 1969. Graphite on acrylic ground on paper, 34 × 45 in. (89 × 114.3 cm). Private collection.

To a large degree, of course, this picture is defined by the remarkable inclusion of the cross, an X in white that very lightly traverses the image (fig. 70). This form is so delicately lined that it becomes apparent only after a few seconds of looking, and even after that, as one continues to look, it often recedes again from view. One writer has suggested that these lines were made by omission, by a careful withholding of graphite where the artist had laid two fine strings across the paper. It seems, however, that Celmins also clarified these negative marks at the end of the drawing process, by applying light lines of acrylic paint.82

The artist has remarked that making the cross was laborious, and that she did so to deny her viewers an easy pleasure in consuming this rather illusionistic image.83 But of course this mark does many other things as well. Above all, the cross is a figure of human systems of thought, of laying an idea—or at least a system of understanding—onto the materiality of the world. One such system of course is Christianity (Celmins underscores this, almost pointing us to Friedrich, by calling this form a “cross” in the title, rather than an X). Another system evoked is the artist’s own procedure for copying photographs in pencil (she uses a transcription grid to help her assimilate so much disorganized visual information). But above all, it seems to me, this cross evokes cartography. The cross may be two intersecting lines flat on the surface of the paper, but it also suggests a single interstice, obliquely depicted, of an imagined grid—one that might just blanket the surface of the globe. True to Celmins’s unflagging ambivalence, however, even this system works in opposite directions: it pushes this site away from significance (this is only one spot in a nearly infinite network) and also pulls it back to centrality (the lines intersect at the very center of the image, making it ground zero).
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Fig. 69. Vija Celmins, Untitled (Ocean with Cross #1), 1971. Graphite on acrylic ground on paper, 17¾ × 22¾ in. (45.1 × 57.8 cm). Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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Fig. 70. Celmins, Untitled (Ocean with Cross #1) (detail of center).

Much in this work depends on the unstable relationship between the water and those lines. On the one hand, the lines seem absurdly flimsy and foreign—ludicrously feeble as efforts to ensnare the infinitely detailed and forever-changing world beneath them. On the other hand, the lines appear useful, reliably fixed: their value lies precisely in their transcendence of all those tons of water, fickly bobbing up and down. In the end, that is, the drawing seems to ambiguously suggest that all this gently heaving matter does in fact lie upon a certain and specific geographic point, a point that can be identified and found again only thanks to the invention—or perhaps Celmins would have us say discovery—of longitude and latitude.

For a 2006 catalogue of Celmins’s work, the writer Colm Tóibín contributed a short passage from a story in progress, in which the speaker focuses a telescope on a patch of waves, seeing it as “indifferent in its struggle to the fact that there is language in the world, [that there are] names to describe things and grammar and verbs.” With this passage, Tóibín suggests a deep understanding of Celmins’s work and its materialist claims. The sea, like the desert, is “there,” as Alain Robbe-Grillet would have it, “before being something.”84 (The artist has frequently noted the particular importance to her of Robbe-Grillet’s novel The Erasers, which she read in 1963. At one point Robbe-Grillet writes specifically against the literary tendency “to say that the weather is ‘capricious.’”85) The thrill and vitality of Celmins’s works stem from the fact, however, that they are anything but resolutely negative. The drawings are not simply materialist. Even as they doubt representational systems, they long for them, and wish for their credibility.

Celmins, in short, seems to have wondered about the pure spiritlessness of material fact. Like Heizer’s line or Smithson’s spiral, Celmins’s pencil drawings betray a latent idealism in spite of themselves. In her case, it is the painstaking labor that counts—the hours of shading, pausing, comparing, and moving on. This lends the works their willfully imaginative as if—a quality of hope or wondering that the source photographs could never possess. All this labor, we might say, is done with a respect for what is being depicted. This respect is absurd, since there appears to be no figure or spirit there to be respected. Celmins carries on, however, as if maybe, through sheer dint of restless copying, something other than molecules might be found in the water after all.
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Fig. 71. Nancy Holt, Sun Tunnels, 1973–76. Great Basin Desert, Utah. Concrete, steel, earth, overall dimensions: 9 ft., 2½ in. × 68 ft., 6 in. × 53 ft. (2.8 × 20.8 × 16.2 m); length on the diagonal: 86 ft. (26.2 m); each tunnel: 9 ft., 2½ in. × 18 ft. (2.8 × 5.5 m).

Unlike the desert works, which depict surfaces backed up by packed earth, the seascapes represent surface as a watery lip, a permeable cap on a plumbable, widely habitable volume.86 In this sense, it is Celmins’s seascapes, rather than her desert drawings, that are most like Heizer’s Double Negative. Like that work, they offer a surface that gives way to depth—a depth that we might take as meaningful, as profound, or that equally might remain nothing but sheer, empty void.

Sometimes academics and critics voice despair that modernism never gave rise to a proper successor, that it simply petered out around 1970, giving rise to a grab bag of more or less glib fragments from that serious project of the previous century. Certainly art changed deeply in this period. It did so, I believe, on a materialist pivot. A prominent skeptical strain in late modernism—the belief that our world is nothing but an infinite, spiritless catalogue of facts—turned out to be at once irrefutable and untenable. Many advanced artists of 1968 believed their world to have no essence, but they had to act and build upon it all the same, busying themselves with content, however contingent and unruly. At the source of the important mess of postmodernism is a world appearing at once defiant of meaning and loaded with it.

Sun Tunnels, a lushly unusual earthwork by Nancy Holt, can offer a final word on desert modernism (fig. 71). The work comprises four sections of concrete pipe, twenty-two tons each, that Holt aligned in pairs in the Great Basin Desert of northwestern Utah. The culverts’ orientations mark the paths that the sun follows over the site on the summer and winter solstices. This work, like Heizer’s and Smithson’s, goes some distance to align the social with the natural. Holt, though, permitted herself a profound ordering in Sun Tunnels, an idealist indulgence, if you will. The culverts, after all, play a role like that of traditional landscape painting, framing space to give us the right view—the one that seems to mean something. On two days each year, the sun rises and sets through these cylinders for viewing. What distinguishes the work from any ordinary sense of the picturesque is that this relationship is found in physics, calculated from astronomical tables. And our vision is framed not by the edge of the canvas, but by the exoskeleton-like ruins brought here by diesel-powered crane. If there is beauty here, or a right date and time for looking, it is less because the world has truth in it than because it has order, and we cannot help but call this order meaning.


CHAPTER 3

Surface

Photorealist Painting

Chuck Close’s 1969 painting of Philip Glass is an odd entrant in the history of portraiture (fig. 72). A nine-foot-tall canvas based on a black-and-white photograph, Phil seems to reject the foundations of the last several hundred years of portrait-making. It is a picture of the surface of the young composer’s face, a record of his physical appearance rather than an evocative representation of his character, authority, or bearing. By dint of its scale, together with its harsh light and crisp photographic detail, the picture emphasizes the texture of Glass’s skin, the form of his lips, and the curls of his hair. Most important to the effect of the picture is the harsh photographic instantaneousness of flash and shutter. Made not from a lengthy sitting but from a photo shot in a fraction of a second, the picture is physical and specific rather than expressively general. Note especially how the unevenly weighted eyelids, together with the shadows of their lashes, materialize the eyes. But these eyes anyway belong to an instant without or between legible expressions. Glass does not communicate self-possession (nor anxiety, say, or longing), but rather embodies an absent moment of staring vacantly into the middle distance. What we get with Phil is a single appearance made monumental, a giant fragment in black and white. The size of the painting, however, and the care with which it has been made seem to declare that this partiality is all—portraiture, having forsaken essence and truth, must now dedicate itself to appearance, to surface.

It is not only the Old Masters that this painting works against. Compare it to another portrait of an artist, Arnold Newman’s photograph of Alexander Calder, made only twelve years before (fig. 73). Like Close’s painting of Glass, this one pictures a contemporary artist, indeed a white, male cultural celebrity with slightly unruly hair. It is also likewise restricted to black and white, and it relies on the camera’s shutter and the indexicality of film. In the Calder portrait, however, the background is absorptive and lush—a silky universe from which the sculptor and his art emerge definitively and together. Calder turns to acknowledge the camera, but his eyes, framed by a discriminating facial expression of slight distaste or disapproval, remain withdrawn and interior. Calder has brought his forehead down to meet his nose, and the effect is one of engagement mixed with thoughtful commitment to self. Its gravitas makes us recognize all the more how much Phil is defined by the superficial, the instantaneous, and the vacuous.1 Perhaps we are not surprised, then, to hear Chuck Close insisting in 1972, despite his art’s exclusive focus on portraiture, “I am not concerned with painting people or with making humanist paintings.” The remark only underscores the early critical observation made by Linda Nochlin that photorealism refuses “the all-important ‘something more’ lurking beneath” the visual world.2
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Fig. 72. Chuck Close, Phil, 1969. Acrylic on canvas, 108 × 84 in. (274.3 × 213.4 cm). Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; purchase with funds from Mrs. Robert M. Benjamin, 69.102. (Photo: Ellen Page Wilson, courtesy Pace Gallery.)

Photorealism—which enjoyed about a decade of fragile art-world credibility after 1968—is a form of making paintings by closely copying photographs, sometimes with the help of a projector. To be sure, it is a mode of painting surfaces rather than essences. But we should want to know why such a mode of working suddenly became credible at the end of the sixties (indeed, for some, became the only credible way of painting), and furthermore what such a mode really entailed as philosophy and as politics. Why surface? And what did photorealism’s surfaces have to do with truth? To what extent, after all, and in what ways, did photorealism reject notions of human interiority? The photorealist painters—interested neither in the statistical systems that concerned conceptual photographers, nor in the elemental materialism of the period’s desert art—wanted instead to try out an odd marriage between photography and painting. Better said, they mounted a series of confrontations between the mechanical epistemology of the camera and the long humanist tradition of oil on canvas. The richly ambivalent results of those confrontations, it seems to me, have much to teach us about what aspects of humanism are still credible or possible in our civilization. Among other things, photorealism was an effort to come to grips with a new historical period in which surfaces have come to seem especially dominant. Its efforts to picture that period can help us to better understand our own relationship to the last several centuries of human history.3
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Fig. 73. Arnold Newman, Alexander Calder, 1957. Gelatin silver print.

One further opening comparison can help us to advance our understanding of photorealism’s historical investment in surfaces. Consider Ralph Goings’s painting Walt’s Restaurant (fig. 74) as a corrective to, or at least as a postwar revision of, Edward Hopper’s Nighthawks (fig. 75). Diners were a perennial subject in photorealism—certainly Goings wanted a chance at evacuating Hopper’s sentimentality.4 But how, exactly, do these paintings differ in sensibility, or in terms of their understanding of modern experience? In what senses, and to what ends, is Goings more committed to surface?

To begin with, there are the different kinds of matter depicted: in Hopper, brick, stone, and plaster; in Goings, linoleum, Formica, wall board, sheet metal, and plastic. Such differences are historical, of course; they accord to real differences in restaurant architecture between the 1940s and the 1970s. But the resulting effect is an emphasis, in Goings’s painting, on thinness, on objects that are light, almost nothing but surface. The counter and the stools in Hopper’s painting look like ship’s oak by comparison. And the painters handle their respective substances quite differently. Hopper’s light is dramatic and harsh, but it seems absorbed by its objects; Goings intensifies the effect of surface by insisting everywhere on reflectivity. Door, pinball machine, tables, floor—everything seems to turn back the light, acting almost like an array of mirrors.

Goings’s painting also rejects the elemental sense of abiding reality in Hopper’s work. Hopper’s composition is highly stable: the counter gives his painting and its figures a shared focal area. Goings, by contrast, constructs the diner so that it pulls itself apart architectonically, prominently including foreground chairs that face away both from the center of the painting and from the direction of the man’s stare. There are splotches in the sheen of the floor, the door is open, and one chair needs tucking in. This is a painting, then, not only of surfaces but of contingency, of the momentary arrangement of things. Goings has underlined his disavowal of any essentialist revelation by drawing his title not from the place pictured but instead, as if mechanically, from words that happen to appear across the street, in a sign for another establishment altogether: Walt’s Restaurant.
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Fig. 74. Ralph Goings, Walt’s Restaurant, 1978–79. Oil on canvas, 44 × 60 in. (111.8 × 152.4 cm). Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, Richard Brown Baker, B.A. 1935, Collection.
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Fig. 75. Edward Hopper, Nighthawks, 1942. Oil on canvas, 33⅛ × 60 in. (84.1 × 152.4 cm). The Art Institute of Chicago.

I have begun here to specify a few key differences between photorealism and some other brands of modern American realism. Such differences, if rarely in an articulate way, were palpable from the beginning of the movement around 1968. Nochlin pointed out that Richard Estes’s depiction of New York was “light-years away” from that of the ashcan school, and that photorealism was “closer to the spirit of contemporary abstraction” than it was to an “‘old’ realist like Andrew Wyeth.” An early article by Linda Chase likewise reported that the “outrage was clear and shocking” when a group of realists in New York first saw paintings by Goings, Estes, Richard McLean, and Robert Bechtle: they sensed that “the very premises of their art were being questioned.” Chase went on to indicate that this “clash of underlying philosophy” lay in the new painting’s refusal to seek the “inner truth” of things, or “their meaning for humanity.” Photorealism sought instead to present “things themselves.” Chase connected this orientation, furthermore, to the new fiction of Alain Robbe-Grillet; Goings, she pointed out, was importantly influenced by reading The Voyeur (published in English in 1958).5

This chapter will focus on two California painters, Richard McLean and, especially, Robert Bechtle. In doing so, it will focus also on photorealism’s preoccupation with surfaces and, to a lesser degree, with the odd social phenomenon of posing. My hope, in proceeding in this way, is to allow the mute strangeness of photorealist painting to become voluble, to coax the works into speaking in an eloquent and complicated way about the particular visual qualities of capitalist life around 1968. Above all I hope that these paintings, looked at in this way, can become revelatory about the postwar photographic experience of reality as surface. Before turning to these central topics, however, it will be useful to open up our sense of the meaning or purpose of photorealist painting in general, and in particular to look briefly at a few other key interests of the movement.

To begin with, we should make explicit that the photorealist painters were not simply materialists acting against the idealism at the core of the history of painting. On the contrary, they were also involved with ideals of several kinds, showing horses with their medals, as well as people posing with their gleaming cars. We would do well, then, to demand a better understanding of what kinds of realism, after all, photorealism actually indulges in, or represents.6 Overall, photorealism is a mode of painting characterized by its interest in making evident, even emphasizing, that it is made from photographs, rather than from direct observation of the world. One characteristic effect, therefore, is of an intensely found or readymade quality—a quality of copying rather than of willful composition. At the same time, however, the paintings forthrightly demonstrate the meticulous labor necessitated by this copying, and many even include extended passages of painterliness that emphasize the craft involved (though these can be difficult to detect in reproductions). Apparently Salvador Dalí once remarked that photorealist painting was a means of producing readymades by hand.7 The suggestion is of a weirdly humanistic take on the anti-authorial legacy of Marcel Duchamp. In photorealism, we might say, as also in the related work of Vija Celmins, manual labor is at once emphasized and hidden.

Although not taken on anywhere as broadly as it was in Northern California, photorealism as a mode of art-making appeared rather suddenly around 1967 in several places around the world, including Switzerland, Poland, and the USSR. My focus on American painting, therefore, and especially on a few painters championed by the prominent dealers Louis Meisel and Ivan Karp, is necessarily partial. But it is remarkable about photorealism that its key topics—vehicles, people eating, streets, and shops—were so often repeated among its many diverse exponents.8

Even a cursory look over photorealist imagery demonstrates its preoccupation with the mundane—with ordinary places, things, and activities. There are cars and trucks, some still lifes and nudes. There is a special emphasis on working-class and petit-bourgeois commercial establishments and restaurants, in the form of diner interiors, city storefronts, suburban parking lots, and small-town main streets. The places painted are public, for the most part, and unexceptional. Often there are no figures, but when people are involved, their activities are both minimal and banal: the drinking of a cup of coffee or a brief, often relatively affectless posing for the camera. What is shown is generally neither work nor leisure but a temporary, interstitial idleness. Goings once remarked: “I think the subject has to be mundane, so ordinary it’s almost boring, before it can have any significance as painting.”9

Indeed, several photorealists have said explicitly that they paint from photographs precisely in an effort to avoid giving any part of the picture significance over any other. Goings remarked that he kept figures out of his first restaurant paintings because he was afraid that they might end up being “visually and intellectually more important than the environment.” Eventually, he added, “I came around to the idea that people could work in the paintings if they were treated with as much, or as little, attention as everything else.” Robert Bechtle once said that this non-hierarchical treatment of people and objects was “one of the main differences between realist painting in 1972 and traditional nineteenth-century painting.” Photorealism’s “equalized surface,” he commented, “is so different from the older tradition of treating a head, say, more carefully than the background—which implied that the head was more important.”10 Using photographs as sources, as Goings has emphasized, allowed painting to record the contingency of experience rather than imposing coherence upon it: such a method enabled the painter “to see reality in all of its awkwardness, and all of its randomness.” Photorealism’s subject matter, in other words, seems often to have been selected not only for its ordinariness but also for its antihumanist hostility to significance, its active indifference to what matters and what does not.11

Consider Richard Estes’s 1974 painting Miami Rug Company (fig. 76). What I think this painting communicates with revelatory urgency is the sheer supremacy, in contemporary experience, of surface. The image is dominated by plate-glass windows, accented by strips of polished chrome left over from Miami’s art deco heyday.12 These surfaces are further accompanied by the metal of street signs and traffic lights, together with the black architectural steel of the pedestrian shopping overpass. While Estes’s paintings, when seen in person, do have a decidedly painterly quality to them, they certainly emphasize sheen and reflection. Employing the sharp Florida sun, the painter has exaggerated the brilliance, for example, at the base of the central crosswalk signal, and has overexposed the street and sidewalk. (In American photorealism, as we shall see, the weather is always sunny.) What is especially remarkable is the degree to which the painting, through an emphasis on reflection, turns even asphalt, concrete, and stone away from weight and substance and toward a feeling of planarity, even appliqué. This overall effect, it seems to me, depends on found architectural details as well, especially the unrelenting shallowness—as at right—of the window frames all over the picture.13

The emphasis on surfaces in this painting, however, does not derive solely from the objects depicted and their particular rendering in paint. Miami Rug Company also borrows the glossy look of photographic slides and prints. A central, if buried, logic of the painting is the binding together of these two kinds of surface: the photograph and the modern industrial object are linked as foundations of contemporary visual experience.14
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Fig. 76. Richard Estes, Miami Rug Company, 1974. Oil on canvas, 40 × 54 in. (101.6 × 137.1 cm). Private collection.

The art-historical literature on photorealist painting remains relatively small and underdeveloped. A few strong scholarly accounts, however, have picked up on photorealism’s interest in surfaces to argue that the movement was specifically involved with artificiality, with confounding problems of truth and falsity. Umberto Eco, for example, asserted in the 1970s that the photorealists “produce a reality so real that it proclaims its artificiality from the rooftops.”15 Picking up on Eco’s remark, David Lubin has argued recently that the rise of photorealism was linked to a “‘phony’” quality in American experience—specifically to the rise of quasi-documentary TV, the New Left critique of fact, and the mendacious administrations of Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon.16 Dieter Roelstraete, meanwhile, has focused on photorealism’s enthusiasm for all things glinting and glossy, and Donald Kuspit has claimed simply that photorealism represents a “pristine pseudo-reality” and that “the message of photorealism is that the modern world is a sham.”17

These are powerful interpretations. Photorealism is undoubtedly engaged with surface appearances, and these appearances, furthermore, have a complicated relationship with painting’s traditional efforts to represent truth.18 It seems to me, however, that too strong an emphasis on the artificiality of these paintings can be misleading. Photorealism may reject truth, but it does so not so much in the interest of phoniness as in the interest of facts. It is concerned less with authenticity than with the apparent—with that which, thanks in part to the camera, can be observed and recorded.

As he developed his photorealist style across the later 1960s, Estes gave up first on figures in parks, then on restaurant interiors, eventually settling on the subject of Manhattan’s long lines of storefronts, with their many signs and reflections. He settled, that is, on reality as surface. (He characterized his purpose this way: “I couldn’t really carry it far enough with photography [alone]. . . . Slides are . . . too small, and . . . prints . . . are too flat. It loses something—surface.”19) Look, for example, at the one prominent trash bag in the right foreground of Supreme Hardware (fig. 77). In rendering its lines and wrinkles, Estes has forsaken volume and weight in favor of the optical. He uses various shades of brown not so much to denote the bag’s recession into space as to describe the superficial effects of its material, the alternation between patches that are taut and others that are loose. Like everything else in the painting, the bag reveals itself to us less as an object than as a series of facing surfaces, available to vision.

This odd form of realism—in which reality is understood as that which can be seen—belongs to the history of modern empiricism. Roland Barthes once observed that the rise of literary realism was contemporary with the nineteenth-century inventions of photography, of archaeological exhibitions, and of the very idea of objective history.20 Photorealism, we might say, belongs to a later stage in the development of an empirical culture. Its arrival was coincident with a new imperative to total transparency, to the notion that everything could, with effort and the appropriate application of technology, be brought to (or transformed into) surface. The period around 1968 formed a dramatic episode in the long decline of public tolerance for the hidden and the secret. If in other modern wars secrecy had been understood as a necessity—“Loose lips sink ships”—during Vietnam, it was often seen as tantamount to lying. The Freedom of Information Act was passed in 1966, and the Watergate scandal of the early 1970s was, arguably, less a result of backroom chicanery than of a newfound impatience for it. (Certainly political sex scandals in the years since are evidence of the erosion of boundaries between public and private.) Photorealism, that is, appeared not only in a time when truth was difficult to distinguish from falsehood. It appeared in a time when both democracy and capitalism were working, rather differently, to dismantle or puncture the hidden and the deep.21 Photorealist painting, we might say, does not imagine reality as depthless, but rather recasts depth as a series of potential surfaces, terrains to be mapped and conquered by film and bright light.
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Fig. 77. Richard Estes, Supreme Hardware, 1974. Oil and acrylic on canvas, 40 × 66¼ in. (101.6 × 163.8 cm). High Museum of Art, Atlanta, Gift of Virginia Carroll Crawford, 1978.119.
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Fig. 78. Robert Morris, Untitled (L-Beams), 1965–67. Fiberglass, three units, each 96 × 96 × 24 in. (243.8 × 243.8 × 61 cm). Installation view, Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., 1969–70.

For their part, Estes’s paintings, brimming with information, draw us to keep looking. But they seem at the same time to deflect our vision, leaving us with a sense of endlessly specific but meaningless detail. If the minimalist sculptor Robert Morris famously used the surface of putty-colored plywood to reject aesthetic absorption in his Untitled (L-Beams) first fabricated in 1965 (fig. 78), Estes repeats this gesture, applying it to every square inch of the fabric of the everyday world. Morris advocated an art that was “literal” and that (at least according to his most influential critic) refused the quasi-transcendental “grace” of traditional modernist art.22 Photorealism carried through with Morris’s suggestion: any form of representation—if it is to be appropriate to the most recent stages of capitalist modernity—must give up on atmosphere and evocation in favor of that which evidently is. As we shall see, however, such surfaces in photorealism are dialectical. The best of photorealism never completely forsakes depth, but rather struggles with an uncertainty over how one might responsibly handle its persistence.

POSES: RICHARD MCLEAN

In 1971, at his first solo show in New York, the California painter Richard McLean exhibited a group of oil paintings copied from photographs ripped out of equestrian magazines (fig. 79). For the photorealist section of the now-legendary Documenta 5 exhibition in Kassel the next year, McLean again exhibited three large portraits of horses with their owners and riders.23 The subject of these paintings, to put it mildly, is unusual in the history of modern art. For McLean, however—who never had much experience or interest in horses—these were paintings obliquely about modernity itself. “They’ve never really been about horses to me,” McLean said late in his life. “I don’t care for [horses] one way or the other.”24 Instead, McLean suggested, the paintings turn in part on “something kind of tragic” in the social position that horses, so important to the history of civilization, now occupy. They are about people “dressing up in chaps and fancy cowboy gear and whatnot, and parading around a circle in an arena for a satin prize ribbon.” (In some cases, the paintings can seem to lapse into sneering, although he did not intend them to, and they won him commissions from owners.) But this modern situation of inutility was inevitable, McLean added: “Nobody uses the hot air balloon to get anywhere anymore [either]. It’s essentially a recreational toy.”25

During the mid-sixties, McLean had been painting animals—rams, chickens, cows—by copying from black-and-white encyclopedia illustrations, while inventing the color. It was around 1967 that he settled on horses. By chance he had found a stash of back issues of equestrian magazines such as The Arabian Horse and Quarter Horse Journal: “I’d just pore through them,” he later recalled, saying he would think, “‘Wow! There’s a painting!’” He subscribed to several of the titles, and, until 1972 or 1973, based all his paintings on their little black-and-white photographs of champions, focusing at first on races and later on shows. Working in this period in a studio he shared with Robert Bechtle, McLean would take a few months to finish each painting.26 Around 1972, McLean abandoned the magazines for his own photographs, which he began making at horse shows while “haunt[ing] the aisles between the stables.”27
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Fig. 79. Richard McLean exhibition. Installation view, O. K. Harris Works of Art, New York, 1971. From left: Roy Huffaker and Jose Uno Win First Place (1970), Mackey Marie (1971), and Dializ (1971).

What, though, are the characteristics of McLean’s modernity, the conditions of activity and feeling that the paintings reveal? To begin sketching an answer, let us try the experiment of a comparison with George Stubbs, art history’s most beloved painter of horses. In Molly Longlegs of 1761–62 we have a four-foot-wide portrait of a winning Thoroughbred and her groom (fig. 80).28 The animal and the man are arranged face-to-face, with the broader surfaces of their bodies aligned parallel to the canvas for our appraisal. Stubbs’s mode of painting already belongs to an early empirical modernity: the painting is antinarrative and objectifying, offering an autonomous specimen isolated from everything but her handler and her tack. But the painting is also of course highly idealizing, rendering the horse in a stance at once dynamic and stable, and situating her in a mild, green nowhere. The weather is fair but indefinite, and the ground is a trim green plain, giving onto the vaguest of impressive coastlines. If the horse’s eye and mouth suggest a bit of willful motion, they are countered by the jockey’s confident stance and glare: this is a painting of ongoing balance and control.

In many ways, McLean’s Dializ of 1971, a five-foot-square canvas in the Neumann Family Collection in New York, is a remarkably similar picture (fig. 81). A brown mare, which has given the painting its title, faces right, toward her handler. The man with the lead grips it rather close to the horse’s mouth, allowing it to slacken before reaching the other hand at his left hip. The horse stands obediently on the grass, to the satisfaction of its human companions. Overall, McLean’s source photograph (although we could not say the same of the resulting painting) has an aim much like Stubbs’s picture: to objectify and illustrate the remarkable body of a good and obedient racehorse.

But then there are differences between the two paintings. Take first the rendering of musculature. While quarter horses such as Dializ are characteristically fleshier than Thoroughbreds, McLean has gone to some effort to particularize this horse’s many muscles, the lumpiness of which makes Molly Longlegs’s body look rather general and abstract in comparison. The reflective sheens of the horses’ coats are also quite different—warm and diffuse in Stubbs’s soft lighting, hard and linear in McLean’s photographic sunshine. Indeed, McLean’s strong sun, which strikes all his subjects, is quite important to the effect of this painting. It makes for sharp, often straight-edged shadows. These shadows collude with the camera to lend a rigid, momentarily frozen quality to a circumstance that we know to have been fluid and in motion. This insistence by McLean on his photographic source, certainly a primary difference from Stubbs, allows him to emphasize the specific and contingent, and to dramatize their awkward relationship with the ideal. The photographic underlayer, if you will, pledges the painting loyally to momentary appearance, enabling it to relinquish the traditional painterly aim of representing an abiding reality.
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Fig. 80. George Stubbs, Molly Longlegs, 1761–62. Oil on canvas, 50 × 40 in. (127 × 101.5 cm). Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool.

Another difference is context. The environment for Stubbs’s horse, as we have seen, is vague and generic. The perfunctory quality of two particular plants in the foreground only underscores the painting’s overall quality of generality. McLean, by contrast, gives us a distinct orientation, length, and color for nearly every blade of grass. We see the individual rivets that attach the aluminum siding of the barn to its armature. A doormat behind the figures, kicked just out of place, is slightly white with dust. McLean, that is, has lavished every bit as much care on the horse’s physical situation as he has on the body of the horse itself. Indeed, it rapidly becomes clear that the context is the real subject of the painting—or, to put it more precisely, that this painting is dedicated to the jagged relationship between the pursuit of idealism in the horse and the everyday happenstance from which that pursuit is staged.
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Fig. 81. Richard McLean, Dializ, 1971. Oil on canvas, 60 × 60 in. (152.4 × 152.4 cm). Neumann Family Collection, New York.

Then there is the ambivalent modesty of the subject. McLean did not paint winners of the Kentucky Derby or champions of Eastern Dressage. According to my research, Dializ was a moderately successful horse in two years of racing, winning the Bluestem Downs in Emporia, Kansas, in 1968, and placing second or third in an additional twelve contests, for a total purse of $6,837.29 The mainstream of American horse breeding occupies a complicated place in the national class hierarchy: it is a modest game of status played largely outside urban status capitals. (The names of horses, which McLean frequently appropriated for his titles, emphasize this conflicted social position.30) In Dializ, McLean pushes on this ambiguity of status. We know from their age, their body types, and their clothing—even from a distant woodenness in their relationship to the horse—that the couple pictured are owners. They have other people to groom and ride their horse. But the extent of their wealth is difficult to gauge: their clothing and jewelry do not look expensive, and, not knowing even if the pictured building is theirs, we have little sense of their other possessions.

I said that Dializ is about the jostling between a pursuit of the ideal and its mundane context. Putting this differently, we might say that the painting’s true subject is posing. A pose, as adopted traditionally for portrait painting, is an effort to convey one’s essence—or, rather, an ideal version of one’s essence—for the painter to capture. For reasons of the photograph’s qualities of instantaneousness and indifference, the word pose, when applied to something done for a camera, usually refers to a faster and rather more complicated phenomenon. The photographic pose is still an effort to project an ideal, but it is quite often also a betrayal. Posing for a photograph means submitting oneself to the fact that the effort will also likely be captured, that the ideal will blend with the traces of its projection: just as the film is exposed, so are the subjects. Hence we get the common criticism of a family snapshot—which one would rarely say of a painted portrait—that it “looks posed.” This means a picture in which the act of self-presentation comes through, as it does rather dramatically here (fig. 82).31

To make this image, the man and the woman—even the horse—face the camera. They pause for a moment. The horse is positioned to look regal; its owners smile to look satisfied. But the pose also captures many details irrelevant to these intended meanings: the awkward fit of the man’s pants, the protruding clip of his glasses case, the garish modern design of the woman’s blouse.32 Some details even betray the efforts on the part of the subjects. Note, for example, the slight embarrassment in the woman’s bodily performance of feminine modesty, as well as the man’s contrived smile, put on while squinting against the sun. All these things are the accidental significations, the meanings in the picture out of step with its original photojournalistic purpose. Through the basic act of copying and enlarging a photograph onto canvas, McLean transforms these forgettable and overlooked accidents into the true content of the painting.

To these we might add finally the modest planter at the center of the background, loosely occupied as it is by drab bushes at either end. It is the trace of an effort to invest a place with appropriate meanings, and of the inevitable limitations upon such efforts. In the place of elegance, we have leaves, dirt, and faux-rusticated brick. I call attention to this planter not because it betrays any “true” modesty beneath the effort to look triumphant (I don’t think McLean is trafficking in true and false), but rather because it encapsulates the effort to conjure and control representation, the difficulty of producing desired meanings in a world that exceeds, overflows, and contradicts them. The grounds are to be handsome, but they must be made so, against nature. Our efforts at meaning must be mounted largely against reality. To mean is necessarily to pose.
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Fig. 82. McLean, Dializ (detail).

Such an interest in coincidental detail might be characterized as a rejection of art’s traditional aim of finding and revealing underlying essences. Certainly McLean suggested that his own sense of reality had long been governed by appearance. Looking back on his boyhood, he commented that he “was always interested in the visual world, the way things looked. That was what reality was.”33 McLean’s commitment to appearance was also a pointed hostility to judgments of meaning, to the ordering of the world by valuations of relative significance. He was explicitly interested in the writings of Alain Robbe-Grillet, extracts of which he once submitted as an artist’s statement. Late in his life, McLean spoke again of the writer: “Robbe-Grillet said that things have a reality to them, a presence that defies all descriptions. . . . The object [exists] independent of your ego’s attempts to place a value on it. . . . Just hard, unalterable, defying its own meaning. . . . And I have this kind of perverse fascination with this aspect of experience. And I even feel it when I go out to photograph. I’ll be off in some dusty corner of a pasture with a fence post and some weeds—nothing of interest. It interests me because there is nothing of redeeming interest in it. . . . It’s just there.”34 Here the artist seems almost to quote directly from Robbe-Grillet’s 1956 essay “A Future for the Novel.” There, the French writer predicts optimistically that, in the “future universe of the novel,” all “gestures and objects will be there before being something; and they will still be there afterwards, hard, unalterable, eternally present, mocking their own ‘meaning.’”35

McLean’s paintings depict small worlds of signification. The horses are to be signs—signs of platonic horse-ness—and they are to be commemorated with ribbons and trophies. In his photo-painterly treatment of this subject, however, McLean takes apart its multitiered apparatus of representation. As Robbe-Grillet would have new novels do, McLean’s paintings deliver the physical facts at the center, as well as at the sidelines, of human efforts to make meaning.

Here I think it would be clarifying to consider photorealism in relationship to nineteenth-century American trompe l’oeil painting. Trompe l’oeil, like photorealism a century later, was an odd modernism, a form of picture-making ambivalently in love with the overall visual empiricism of its culture. Take one of the paradigmatic cases, William Harnett’s Still Life—Violin and Music of 1888 (fig. 83). It is a painting similar in many ways to McLean’s Greentree’s Sloe Gin, a lithograph commissioned for Documenta 5 (fig. 84).36 Both works depend on exacting mimesis—Harnett’s in fact more so than McLean’s—and both are preoccupied with vertical surfaces. Both represent the physical objects of an amateur pursuit (a pursuit not currently underway in either case), and both depict these objects arranged in a quasi-casual form of display. McLean of course renders a much deeper pictorial space, and, unlike Harnett, he includes two large mammalian bodies. But there are plenty of suggestions of corporeality in Harnett, too, from the wear on the violin to the delicately hanging horseshoe. The greatest difference between the pictures—and certainly the greatest difference between trompe l’oeil and photorealism in general—is the insistent intervention, in the later genre, of the photograph. Whereas trompe l’oeil painting, as Michael Leja has expertly shown, is about a dialogue between vision and touch, photorealism dedicates itself almost exclusively to the province of the eye. There are no papers with curling edges in McLean, nothing calling the viewer to pinch it; the scale is nowhere close to life-size.37 Going one step further, we could say that photorealism is specifically about photographic vision, about a mode of sight that promises completeness and complete indifference.
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Fig. 83. William Harnett, Still Life—Violin with Music, 1888. Oil on canvas, 40 × 30 in. (101.6 × 76.2 cm). Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Catharine Lorillard Wolfe Collection, Wolfe Fund.
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Fig. 84. Richard McLean, Greentree’s Sloe Gin, 1972. Lithograph, 21⅞ × 29½ in. (55.5 × 75 cm). Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, gift of Dr. and Mrs. Samuel S. Mandel, M.D.

Consider how thoroughly the photographic origin of McLean’s picture ends up defining its effects. The woman—perhaps Carolynn Ruehle of Dusty Lake Ranch in Oregon—stands before her horse, surrounded by the trophies and ribbons they have won.38 The source photograph of course emphasized the quantity of these awards, but McLean’s remaking of it stresses their lightness, their thinness and ephemerality, as well as the modesty of their context. Through the very care with which it is made, the picture ends up dramatizing the contingency, the slight haste, of its scene. The fragility of the aluminum folding tables, together with the stringy tassels of their tablecloths, is especially striking. A few ribbons laid horizontally on the wooden table—and two even on the ground—dangle awkwardly into the foreground. Note the near-symmetry and semi-regular spacing of these ribbons: they bespeak a delicate blend of care mixed with both inevitability and indifference. Trophy plates have been arranged, where it was possible to do so without too much effort, to face the camera. Unlike McLean’s paintings, this lithograph is loosely drawn—the artist employs the white of the paper, for example, to denote highlights and reflections. There is a feeling of everything falling apart. The thinness of the depiction matches the thinness, both real and metaphorical, of the prizes—a quality that we might also term, in several senses, its superficiality. The magazine photograph may have been unforgiving to the pose, but the lithograph is doubly so. It insists on the helter-skelter quality even of victory. It is about the effort involved in trying to mean something, and the inevitable gap between pursuing meaning, on the one hand, and enduring everyday ordinary experience, on the other.
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Fig. 85. McLean, Greentree’s Sloe Gin (detail).

The most dramatic effect of this photo-cum-lithograph, however, is not its buzzing dialectic between the ideal and the contingent. It is the look of absence in the rider’s eyes (fig. 85). At the moment of her glory, this woman looks into an infinite distance, seeming distracted, even psychically dislocated. Her clothes—bulging above her chaps, pocketing stiffly across her torso—seem almost to stand in for the woman, drained as she is. If the picture foregrounds facts instead of meanings, it also evacuates the human subject—the originator and receiver of the meanings that the picture, and the world, traffics in.

Powder River Green, completed in 1974, now hangs in the Sprengel Museum in Hanover (fig. 86). Titling the painting for the signature color of the stables made by the Powder River Company, McLean also clads the team of women in a bright purple complementary to that green. The intensity of these colors, which lends the scene a light feeling of artificiality, is counterbalanced by the painting’s conservative compositional arrangement, which belongs both to the history of painting and to snapshot photography: a long receding diagonal, balanced by the body of a single horse tied outside the stable, sets off four figures in full-length poses at center. As in McLean’s other work, little signs operate, ironically, to represent their own meaninglessness: a scrap of trash paper at lower left, for example, and the uneven scattering of straw, grass, and horse droppings across the foreground.
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Fig. 86. Richard McLean, Powder River Green, 1973–74. Oil on canvas, 54 × 54 in. (137.2 × 137.2 cm). Sprengel Museum, Hanover.

One of the arguments of this book has been that much of the art around 1968 was less centrally concerned with revising models of subjectivity than with the broad cultural problem of making determinations of significance. But of course these concerns were related. Meaning, as Robbe-Grillet insisted, is predicated on an anthropocentric worldview—things that matter are those that have human consequences.39 To work against hierarchies of significance was to work against overly robust notions of the independence and centrality of the human individual. It is only fitting, then, that the facial expressions in McLean’s paintings are so often hard and opaque, that the eyes are usually both squinting and in shadow. Take the uncertain expressions (or non-expressions) of the women in Powder River Green (fig. 87). McLean’s source photograph was clearly passable for photojournalistic purposes, but in terms of communicating character or even emotion, it is a dud. Each in its own way, the faces of the four women are stiff, reserved, and indefinite.
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Figs. 87 and 88. McLean, Powder River Green (details).

Powder River Green might finally be understood as a demonstration of what photography cannot do, of the limits and inadequacies of a seemingly total and indifferent technology. Note, to begin with, its photorealist version of the optical breakdown so famously characteristic of impressionism. Viewed closely, the straw, which looks so piercingly lifelike at a distance of eighteen inches or more, falls apart into individual brushstrokes (fig. 88). McLean’s handling insists, moreover, that such failure of definition belongs not only to painting but also to photography. Note the boot closest to us—its glaring tip is simply out of focus. McLean has committed himself not to a complete representation of his subjects, but rather to a full reproduction of the photograph itself, in all its inadequacy. Powder River Green not only disavows truth, essentialism, and idealism; it also—and by the same stroke—demonstrates the partiality and incompleteness even of the recording machine.

SNAPSHOTS: ROBERT BECHTLE

Robert Bechtle was about to trade in his seven-year-old Pontiac for a new Volvo when he had the idea to ask his family to pose with him in front of the old car. The result was a “sort of commemorative” snapshot, one that he later worked into ’61 Pontiac, among the first of his large-scale photorealist paintings (fig. 89). Designed as a triptych partly so he could transport it through the narrow stairway leading to his studio, the work was later one of two paintings the artist exhibited at Documenta 5 in 1972, and it was reproduced in that exhibition’s catalogue.40 It remains one of the best-known paintings in the history of photorealism.

As a family portrait, the image is passable but far from exemplary—Bechtle has said that his source images are usually “not very interesting . . . not very good as photographs.”41 The eyes of three of the figures are hidden in shadow, and no one is wearing a particularly happy—or even particularly clear—expression. The artist as father betrays the experience of trying to look composed for the lens while also directing his son to do the same. He leans back, slightly out of balance, on his heels. Nancy Bechtle, revealing the light strain of the toddler on her hip, grins indefinitely.

In rendering this snapshot image at large-scale on three canvases, Bechtle has given it a soft finish. In comparison to the individually painted blades of grass in Dializ or the hard-edged reflections in Miami Rug Company, the surfaces in Bechtle’s ’61 Pontiac look especially painterly.42 The lawns and strips of grass, the sidewalks, the roadway, the pink pathway and steps across the street—all these are even and flat, rendered as if clean forms in abstract painting. Overall, however, the work’s slight visual vagueness can be precisely attributed neither to painting nor to photography. That is, it seems a result not exactly of brush handling and not exactly of photographic grain or poor focus. Rather it seems, somewhat uncannily, to belong to both: look at the wrinkling of the boy’s shorts, for example, or the red in Nancy Bechtle’s cheeks.
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Fig. 89. Robert Bechtle, ’61 Pontiac, 1968–69. Oil on canvas, 59¾ × 84¼ in. (151.8 × 214 cm). Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, purchase, with funds from the Richard and Dorothy Rodgers Fund.

This is a truly hybrid form, in other words, and what Bechtle has accomplished with it is a triumph of contingency. (We could employ the term snapshot photorealism to distinguish the work of Bechtle, and to a degree McLean, from most of the other American photorealists.43) Sometimes, when copying his source photographs, Bechtle leaves dents out of auto bodies or passes over cracks in pavement. His doing so, however, assures his paintings a banal, even quality; it keeps them to repeating facts rather than making points.44

Born in San Francisco in 1932, Bechtle studied at the California College of Arts and Crafts, taking a BFA in “graphic/advertising design” in 1954 and, after a stint in the army, an MFA in 1958. Along the way, he encountered the Bay Area figurative painters Richard Diebenkorn, Elmer Bischoff, Nathan Oliveira, and David Park, and his fellow students included Ralph Goings and Richard McLean.45 Early on, Bechtle made abstract paintings as well as figurative ones. From about 1963, he painted domestic interiors with a whiff of surrealist foreboding and, shortly after, began making paintings with cars in them. It was in 1966 that Bechtle first used a projector to help him trace a photographic image onto a canvas, a technique about which he at first felt some shame. Using, in this period, a Canon AE-1 35-millimeter camera loaded with Ektachrome slide film, along with filters for outdoor lighting, Bechtle would send his film to Kodak for processing. After making his initial drawing on canvas from the projection, he would then paint while making reference to an eleven-by-fourteen-inch print or using a tabletop slide viewer. Bechtle usually required three to four months to complete each painting.46

Although Bechtle began tracing from slide projections in 1966, it was not until the following year that he turned definitively away from a Hopper-like realism and forthrightly adopted the sharpness and light effects of the photograph. And it seems to have been first with ’61 Pontiac that he emphasized the snapshot’s contingency, the way in which its minor details can pull a photographic image away from any master meanings. In an early interview (partially quoted already above), he suggested that the photograph helped him to destabilize any sense of what in the picture might be important:

I don’t think it [i.e., photorealism, or “New Realism,” as his interviewer put it] attempts to maintain the old realist tradition in any way. . . . There’s a completely different attitude toward surface. The equalized surface is so different from the older tradition of treating a head, say, more carefully than the background—which implied that the head was more important than the background. . . . Of course you may spend more time and energy painting the face than you will painting the sky, but that shouldn’t show when the painting is finished. It also has to do with a desire to avoid editorializing about the relative importance of the objects in the painting.47

In some sense, then, Bechtle has clearly viewed the photograph as a way to act against meaning, to democratize the world against significance. If Pollock had made painting that could stand, for a moment, before or outside signification, it was only through a radical anti-mimesis. Bechtle’s work can be understood as an effort to achieve this meaninglessness within realism itself. At the same time, however, any such action against relevance or importance was clearly always partial: Bechtle, in the same interview just cited, remarked that he preferred not to “do too much in the way of changing once I get the slide back,” but, he lamented, “I often have to eliminate irrelevant details.”48 If the aim is a picture of the world without hierarchies of significance, it is a picture that must be carefully constructed.

Agua Caliente Nova of 1975 is another painting based on a photograph Bechtle took of his own family (fig. 90). Again Nancy Bechtle and the children, Max and Anne, are shown with a family car.49 They are posing for their father, but poorly. Nancy is looking away from the camera, her eyes are behind sunglasses, and her face is anyway fully in shadow. The children do look toward their father—that is to say, knowingly toward the artist, toward the apparatus, and toward the viewers of both the snapshot and the future painting. Squinting against the sun, however, their eyes are, like their mother’s, in shadow. In fact, with the exception of two tiny spots of white in Anne’s right eye (anyway outshone by the reflections off her glasses), their eyes are altogether invisible.50 Their postures suggest that they feel fatigued or put-upon by the journey, and by their father’s request for a pose. Taken a moment too early or too late, this is not an image for the family photo album: it simply does not communicate enough, or, rather, the wealth of what it communicates is both too mundane and too diffuse.

If Bechtle’s prominent inclusion of the parking lot strikes a blow against Ansel Adams’s version, for example, of pristine desert wilderness, the painting is not merely deflationary or ironic. On the contrary, it communicates enthusiasm for the beauty of this minor landmark in the Agua Caliente Indian Reservation, near Palm Springs.51 The yellow mid-ground grasses, the reddish-brown scree just behind it, the light green of the more distant hills in comparison to the lush valley below—these have been painted with care.

Bechtle was not the first, however, to make a large oil painting inspired by family photography. Edgar Degas’s Place de la Concorde of about 1875 is a remarkably similar painting (fig. 91). A parent (the artist Ludovic Lepic) stares distractedly off the right edge of the canvas while a pair of children, loosely united by posture and mood, seem both to comply with and to resist a parental program. Degas’s painting, like Bechtle’s, makes a rather classically balanced composition out of the momentary and disorganized disposition of bodies in space. Both painters, too, have deployed large fields of yellow-brown: parking lot or new urban square, the situation leaves the figures adrift in empty space. Degas’s space is flatter—perhaps emptier and certainly looser than Bechtle’s desert—but, remarkably, the paintings are united by their sense of photographic contingency. The Lepic family, like Bechtle’s, is caught at a moment of failing to coherently represent itself. If smartly matching, the Lepics look remarkably unfocused.
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Fig. 90. Robert Bechtle, Agua Caliente Nova, 1975. Oil on canvas, 48 × 69½ in. (121.9 × 176.5 cm). High Museum of Art, Atlanta, Purchase with funds from the National Endowment for the Arts and the Ray M. and Mary Elizabeth Lee Foundation, 1978.1.
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Fig. 91. Edgar Degas, Place de la Concorde (Viscount Lepic and His Daughters Crossing the Place de la Concorde), c. 1875. Oil on canvas, 30¾ × 46¼ in. (78.4 × 117.5 cm). State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg. Inv. No. GE-10622.

What we do not yet see in the Degas painting, however, is the hardness and specificity of the photographic moment. If the father’s hat awkwardly overlaps for a moment with one of the sculptural urns at the periphery of the Place, his expression and those of the other figures remain general in a painterly way. Bechtle’s figures, by contrast, have all the stiff, instantaneous rigidity of having slightly failed to pose for the camera, of having been captured, that is, in one-sixtieth of a second. In Agua Caliente Nova, as in Bechtle’s painting generally, the sun seems to have worked as a fixing agent, almost like a deadly atomic flash. The painting recalls a remark by Edward Abbey about the desert, a remark quoted in fact by Nancy Holt apropos her Sun Tunnels: “Only the sunlight holds things together. Noon is the crucial hour; the desert reveals itself nakedly and cruelly, with no meaning but its own existence.”52 Strong light gives a superficial effect of coherence to a world of disparate and meaningless surfaces.

And this brings us to the major point: if Degas’s painting can be said to be about flatness (the confusing absence of pictorial depth, the paint as rough matter on canvas), Bechtle’s is instead about surfaces. After all, Bechtle’s picture is not especially flat—in fact the receding hills and the bodies of the two cars give it a fairly deep shape. Rather it is a painting about skin, clothing, and reflections, about chrome and bulldozed earth. Quite unlike Degas, it is furthermore built emphatically around the voids beneath those many surfaces: it is about the empty volume behind the steel and glass skin of its automobiles, about the dry California air. When I say that Bechtle’s paintings are about surface, then, I do not mean to associate them especially with the surface of modernist formalism—the surface of the canvas itself. I mean instead that they are about a new experience of surfaces as an important dissection of the history of later modernity.

A History of Surfaces

In Sacramento Montego of 1980, we see several elements that are now familiar to us from Bechtle’s work: to begin with, a suburban car lightly in contact with a possessing human figure (fig. 92). (These figures are usually families or individual men; they are always, to my knowledge, white.) Although we are offered a traditionally engaging composition, with raking perpendicular diagonals and a light asymmetry, the painting is explicitly about amateur photography. It carefully reproduces the mediocrity of a snapshot made by inexpert use of the camera and automated processing: the back of the car is bleached out by a sunburst reflection, while the garden, the house, and especially the man’s face are underexposed to the point of obscurity. Most of what should be important or interesting in the picture, therefore, is in fact difficult to see. Nevertheless, this is again a painting about posing—that battle against disorder and contingency—about what one does with a car, with a garden, with a camera, to promote a vision of coherence and control. Once again, the photograph as fixing agent has both promised to help in this effort and betrayed it.

Much in this painting depends on the central figure. His posture, together with what we can glean about his facial expression, communicates the effect of his being slightly worn, half-relaxed, and perhaps barely proud.53 Typically, the man’s eyes are invisible, and his indefinite expression is rendered obscurely. The person represented is Ralph Goings, Bechtle’s colleague and friend, but nothing tells us that this is an artist, or even an acquaintance. The painting remains an anti-portrait: the sitter’s identity is not coherent and self-possessed but rather, for all we can see, centerless, possibly even hollow.

The painting is also insistent about the serial organization of its particular stage of later modernity. That is, it forthrightly represents, by metonymy, a new postwar fabric of tract-homes, together with their gardens and the cars that made them possible. And Sacramento Montego does not simply state the cliché of this landscape’s novelty and strangeness, it presses especially upon that landscape’s vocabulary of surfaces—its thin, linear planarity. Consider the slenderness in the house’s cantilevered roof, in its prefabricated wooden exterior walls, and in its horizontally sliding aluminum windows. These surfaces are echoed by the car’s light, molded shell of steel, glass, and synthetic leather. All these forms are industrial skins, belonging to a stage of modernity defined by ever-thinner surfaces, surfaces with voids behind. Bechtle’s interest is not in the cheapness per se of these materials, nor in their artificiality. As a painter and photographer—as well as a late modern—he sees above all this landscape’s intense orientation to all things flat.
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Fig. 92. Robert Bechtle, Sacramento Montego, 1980. Oil on canvas, 40⅞ × 58¾ in. (103.8 × 149.2 cm). Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, Richard Brown Baker, B.A. 1935, Collection.

Note, too, that the quality of surface in this painting is connected to the landscape’s systematic composition through discrete, unitary parts. Bechtle gives us a neat visual correspondence between a single car, a single driveway, a single house, and a single person. Each of these items stands for an infinity of others. Or just look to the spot—at the center of the painting—where a tight square of two-by-fours neatly encloses the garden’s single frond plant with its flat, discrete leaves. If this suburb is a landscape of surfaces, it is also a system of interlocking parts.

Bechtle’s art suggests that car, suburb, and snapshot all belong to the same subhistory of later modernity: all are oriented to thin surfaces, and all are means for posing. (Gardens, while less historically specific, participate in this dynamic, too.) All these spheres of human activity, that is, are mechanisms for projecting appearances. Such modern appearances in Bechtle’s paintings do participate to a degree in the ancient tension separating appearances from essential truths, but they do so at a time when the very idea of essential truths is highly in doubt. Bechtle’s photorealism, furthermore, articulates the links between the material and the epistemic aspects of this recent history of modernity: if essential truth is no longer credible, if representation is now to amount to the complete recording of appearances, this development comes from a world built on photographs and light synthetics.54

It was not only thin materials, though, that drew Bechtle’s attention. In terms of its depicted surfaces, Frisco Nova of 1979 (fig. 93) is quite different from the painting we have just been looking at. The houses, a few decades older, are made of heavy stucco. The windows are thicker, and the roofs are decorated in terra-cotta shingle. Each bowing facade is framed by a pair of thick chimney-like half-columns, several of which are emphasized by heavy shadow. Even the pavement here looks more substantial: its wetness has given it texture and weight, making the Sacramento driveway look indefinite and airy in comparison.

But consider just how much, for all their relative weight, these substances have been treated by Bechtle as surfaces. The painting is defined by wall after facing wall of white, especially by the blank expanses in the left foreground and at the center of the painting. Even the small lawns are treated as lozenges of surface. Unbroken by soil or flowers, each seems almost to have been applied to the earth as a flat unit. These surfaces frame and define a painting devoted to emptiness: as in Agua Caliente Nova, the landscape here is a void, if one that—through visible effort—has been made drably lush.

The man misting his empty lawn in the foreground—the detail that makes the painting about people, and not just their places—is engaged in work against contingency, literally in keeping up appearances. His activity seems on some level a joke about painting’s appropriation of this dynamic of appearance-making: the virtuosic mist of water evokes the spraying of paint by an airbrush, a tool used not by Bechtle but by Chuck Close and some other photorealists to blend their paint. This detail also recalls Edouard Manet’s View of the 1867 Exposition Universelle, with its foreground gardener spraying freshly planted flowers (fig. 94). Manet’s famous flatness, both social and painterly, is again both similar to and different from the crystalline surface quality in Bechtle’s photorealism.55 Manet treats his spatial depth, and especially his figures’ occupation of it, oddly and evenly. The flatness is confusion, the stretched-out incoherence of urban spectacle. In Bechtle, by contrast, space is coherent, and everything is crystal clear: modernity’s darkness, in 1970s San Francisco, is a function of exactly that overweening clarity.
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Fig. 93. Robert Bechtle, Frisco Nova, 1979. Oil on canvas, 46 × 69 in. (116.8 × 175.3 cm). Collection of the City and County of San Francisco, purchased by the San Francisco Arts Commission for the San Francisco International Airport. (Photo: Bruce Damonte.)
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Fig. 94. Edouard Manet, A View of the 1867 Exposition Universelle, 1867. Oil on canvas, 42½ × 77⅙ in. (108 × 196 cm). National Museum of Art, Architecture and Design, Oslo. (Photo: Nasjonalmuseet/Høstland, Børre.)

Plastics were a covert subject of photorealism. I say “covert” because plastics were in fact rarely represented. But the orientation toward thin surfaces that I have been pointing to cannot be historically understood, it seems to me, without some reference to plastics, as they constituted the single-greatest remaking of the material culture of the modernity in the decades after World War II. Thin, strong, disposable, and hollow, petroleum-based synthetics became the definitive surface of the most recent stage of capitalism. Exceptional in its direct address of new materials is Bechtle’s Watson-ville Chairs, which might be understood as an essay on the varied textures and colors of consumer plastics (fig. 95). It appears to picture a vinyl umbrella with synthetic decorative string, a Formica outdoor tabletop, and a yellow horizontal band of corrugated plastic fencing. And then of course there are the four eponymous chairs in aluminum frames—two are foam-stuffed and vinyl wrapped, one, for children, is woven in plaid polyester fabric, another in slick strands of pvc.56

With our few decades of distance, it can be difficult to remember just how quickly and thoroughly plastics transformed the consumer landscape in the thirty years after World War II. The historian Jeffrey L. Meikle has written about the rise in that period of easier-to-shape “thermoplastics” such as polystyrene and polyethylene, which helped to contribute to a hundredfold increase in the production of synthetic chemicals between 1946 and 1974. The cheapness, lightness, and near-infinite flexibility of plastics meant that, as Meikle put it, “baby boomers,” unlike young people in any previous generation, “played with Wham-O hula hoops and Frisbees, Barbie dolls and Revell airplane models, Lego blocks and Mattel machine guns. They ate breakfast at Formica dinettes, spilled milk from polyethylene tumblers onto vinyl floors, and left for school clutching disposable Bic pens.”57

The major photorealists were older than boomers, having been born before the war. For them, the “plastics age” was novel.58 Theirs was a world in which plastics rapidly began to carry a variety of metaphoric meanings—among other things, “the victory of surface over essence,” as one retrospective commentator put it.59 In the San Francisco counterculture of the 1960s, the term plastic stood for phoniness in general, and dictionaries began accommodating such meanings by the early 1970s. (Famously, a conservative father figure in Mike Nichols’s 1967 film The Graduate tells Dustin Hoffman’s character that he has “just one word” of advice for him: “Plastics. There’s a great future in plastics. Think about it.”)60 Plastics were a touchstone for cultural critique in prominent period writings by Barry Commoner, Ishmael Reed, Charles Reich, and Theodore Roszak. Norman Mailer famously blamed plastics for everything “from pollution to drug addiction and blotchy skin.” In the 1970s, environmental and human-health concerns further besmirched the public image of plastics, with 1972 being, in Meikle’s estimation, “the height of plastic’s period of ill-repute.” The use of synthetic materials for furniture and architecture, meanwhile, was rapidly growing. Vinyl siding, for example, not available until 1964, had already been used on a quarter-million houses by the middle of the seventies. Meanwhile, Tom Wolfe wrote derisively of “$8,000 bungalows with plastic accordion-folding partitions and the baby asleep in there in a foldaway crib of plastic net.”61 And certainly plastics mattered to art well outside the photorealist camp. Their bright colors, their ambivalent relationship to fluidity and rigidity, their flatness—all these qualities are closely related to the concerns of American painting in the 1960s.62

Bechtle did note that a realist painter should be “interested in the substance and texture of everyday life as it exists right now,” but my point here is hardly to suggest that he or the other photorealists were great critics of the rise of plastic.63 Nothing in their paintings suggests any particular antipathy for plastics on health, environmental, or even on cultural-historical grounds. Rather, I mean to suggest that a new material landscape—thinner and lighter—captured the attention of these painters, and that they found in it a meaningful parallel to their preoccupation with snapshots and slides. (Note that Bechtle is every bit as interested in the metal tubing of his chairs as he is in their various plastics.) Indeed plastic’s unusual conundrum of being both highly disposable and highly permanent—it is the thing you throw away that never biodegrades—did make it structurally analogous, in a loose way, to photography. The latter technology is both beholden precisely to the moment (in a way painting never had been) and oriented, above all, to memory, to the passing of years and generations.
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Fig. 95. Robert Bechtle, Watsonville Chairs, 1976. Oil on canvas, 48 × 69 in. (122 × 175.3 cm). Collection Gary and Deborah Lucidon.

Let us continue briefly with this idea that plastics and photography were in some ways analogous forms, for I suspect that it is in and around this analogy that photorealism is most historically telling. Photographic films were of course literally manufactured largely from plastics, but the two technologies also had further social-functional similarities. Both were fixed forms derived through liquid processes, and both were largely defined by their orientation to surface.64 Consider that photography has quite a different relationship to the surface-depth dialectic than does painting. The fundamental challenge of a painting—the difficult task that animates it—is that, while being a flat surface, it must conjure illusionistic depth. Chiaroscuro, the layering of color, and other forms of modeling are brought on precisely because of the difficulty of overcoming the fact that canvas is a surface. (This problem was of course made famous by formalist modernism.) Photography, a record of surfaces, has no such difficulty. Its famous indexicality, we would do well to remember, is also its superficiality: the film receives light from surfaces and effortlessly records them in two dimensions. This orientation to surface was especially notable in the great period—about 1955–2005—of the printed amateur snapshot. Polaroids, drugstore prints, even thirty-five-millimeter slides: these were not expensive objects to be mounted in an album or a picture frame, but rather light and thin ephemera, surfaces to be flipped and shuffled in one’s hand.

Part of what animated photorealism, what made it compelling for a short time, was its desire to graft this photographic mode of vision—this plain and equal recording of surfaces—onto the historical form of painting. Photorealism, above all, was an effort to see how these ways of looking, and their attendant metaphysics, might work things out together. It was a means of asking what the recording of surfaces might add to, or subtract from, the painterly effort to represent truths. It seems to me that the best of photorealism doubts both the view that the world is deeply meaningful, and also the apparently nihilistic alternative view that nothing exists but matter and surface.

Consider the man—we have overlooked him until now—in the foreground of Watsonville Chairs. I think this figure—with his shaded face and invisible eyes, the hot spots of reflection off his glasses and his head—goes some way to help us understand the dynamics, in photorealism, that link photography, plastics, gardens, and architecture with the representation of the human. Here is a man at the edge of the picture, facing out of it. We sense he is one of a group, and perhaps not the central figure in it.65 In other words, our painting is a picture not just of surfaces but of margins. The reality in this painting is contingent—a light disorder of chairs, caught in an arrangement that cannot have lasted more than a few hours—and it is one in which significance is suspended or irrelevant. Things appear, and they face our vision totally, unblinkingly, but they have very little to tell us. We know everything and nothing, and not just because Bechtle has taken a bad picture. Photography has completed our vision—given us more information than we knew to ask for—and we are more uncertain of truth than ever.

Photorealism’s Antihumanism

Robert Bechtle has had an abiding awareness of class. He spent most of his youth in Alameda, an island municipality off of Oakland, California, which he described as geographically organized by wealth but overall “middle class . . . even more middle class than a lot of places.” Asked in 1978 about his own family’s social status within this world, he answered ambivalently: “I guess I’d say they were lower middle class. . . . It was a working class background.” His mother was a teacher, his father a utility-company electrician, who after being laid off during the Depression, worked for a while as a vacuum cleaner salesman.66

Bechtle remarked in the late seventies that he deliberately chose to paint architecture that was “suitably nondescript . . . very neutral,” and that he sought to pair this architecture with cars that were neither expensive nor run-down, that were “pointedly nondescript” and “have nothing particularly remarkable about them.”67 Bechtle’s paintings do seem to hover around a single, vague place in the American class hierarchy—specifically, the postwar suburban tract home and its pendant sedan. It is the landscape where the prosperous working class meets the petite bourgeoisie. Class is hardly Bechtle’s primary interest (gender and race even less so), but his work is preoccupied with some idea of averageness, even with the postwar California dream of a growing equality. Again and again, his paintings show white suburbanites—one presumes a slightly left-leaning segment of the silent majority—hovering around the center of the American class hierarchy. For example, in Sacramento Montego, the car and the house might function either as great trophies or as embarrassments, depending on one’s point of view; we certainly cannot see if Goings is pleased with his possessions or not (see fig. 92).68 In Frisco Nova, the architecture is noncommittal about the wealth and professions of its inhabitants: the houses are prim, but they are small (see fig. 93). (The block depicted dead-ends into a freeway, and this is audible at the site.) And note the lack—or rather, the ambiguity—of social information delivered by the one figure. His gray hair and posture put him roughly in his early fifties, but his polo shirt and plain black cap leave him rather unlocatable in terms of class.69

At least one period review suggests that some of Bechtle’s viewers understood his paintings to be about class and its attendant anxieties. James Monte wrote as early as 1966 that, in Bechtle’s paintings, “Chrysler, Cadillac, and Pontiac are testaments to a world where second-hand (but well-kept and infinitely respectable) cars sit in front of inexpensive (again respectable) thirty-year-old stucco houses.” Shifting tone slightly, Monte continued: “Anxiety is the keynote here; the subjects are inherently anxious. How long before the neighborhood is integrated? The car is ten years old, the owner can’t afford another, things are slowing up at the plant.”70

I think Monte was wrong to peg the pictures so confidently to the working class, and the depth of fear in his interpretation is not supported by the paintings, which are as much about comfort as about disquiet. What makes Monte’s reading historically useful, however, is that it recognizes the social dimension of Bechtle’s art, the fact that it depicts a delicate spot in a blurry economic hierarchy. In the period, the working class and the bourgeoisie were still America’s two great social classes, and, for a time, not so distant from one another. Bechtle’s insistent lingering at the boundary between them is apt not only for the neutrality or generality he hoped it would lend his pictures but also for its correlation with his empirical, descriptive mode. Facts, empiricism, social science—these were less the province of the working class per se than of the whole ideal of individual and collective social ascendency during the postwar decades. They were fundamental to the period’s dream of democracy, perhaps nowhere more fully enacted than in the California of Pat Brown and Clark Kerr, and especially in that state’s university–industry apparatus. Recording, measuring—in short, the total assimilation of appearances—this was the mechanism of democratic-technocratic progress. In the place of the obscure or hidden truths of traditional systems of power, science and democracy were bound together under a belief in the eventual accessibility of everything—the laying out of everything as a surface for vision and analysis.

The assault on significance in Bechtle’s paintings—their banality, together with their indifference to the distinction between a hubcap and human eyes—has often been understood explicitly as “egalitarian” and “democratic.”71 To begin a painting with a camera in this period, and to stick to the camera’s indiscriminate vision, then, was not only a move to unseat the questionable organization of meanings in the history of painting. It was also a means to inquire into a historically specific notion of democracy, one in which social access was linked to an image of the world as a series of surfaces laid out for discovery.

This brings us to the final question of the chapter: What was photorealism’s relationship to humanism? Consider first the vocabulary in which photorealism’s many detractors criticized the movement during its brief period of art-world viability. The terms had to do with the absence of a human element, whether in the paintings’ subject matter itself or in their apparently semi-automatic execution. The art stemmed from “simian mimesis,” these critics wrote, “an almost unimaginably stupid and passive materialism.” The results were “incredibly dead” paintings—compositions “menacing in their nothingness.” It was an art of “moral anesthesia.” It was the quality of the inhuman, then, that seemed most outrageous, even if, at times, that quality was granted a limited degree of expressive content. Barbara Rose, the critic who dismissed Estes’s works as “incredibly dead paintings,” went on immediately, as if in partial retreat, to say, “The quality of deadness is, in fact, the sum total of their expressive content.”72

These are glib dismissals, but I think they nevertheless point to something consequential about the paintings—not any casual lack of humanity, but rather a complicated antihumanism. In terms of art’s humanistic tradition, after all, a photorealist painting is a rather contradictory object: it mimics the camera’s mechanically indifferent vision, but it comes into being only through months of meticulous individual labor. If we are to look for an antihumanism here, then, it will necessarily be an unusual and complicated kind. For one thing, photorealism is not cleanly poststructuralist in the manner of Roland Barthes or Michel Foucault: there is little deskilling in it, no earnest taking apart of authorship. Its political orientation, furthermore, is not always critical or progressive.73 To understand the mode in question, let us consider Bechtle’s wonderful, and very large, Roses of 1973 (fig. 96).

The painting depicts three women—in fact, Bechtle’s sister-in-law, wife, and mother—conversing on a tidy sidewalk. The location is a new suburban street in Dublin, California.74 Two of the women hold drinks, and all three are clad in dresses and skirts, as if for a semiformal party of some kind. We have the feeling that the women have briefly come out of the house, barely pictured in the left background, perhaps expressly to admire the pink flowers of the title. The rendering is in Bechtle’s mature and assured photorealist style: everything is clear without being crisp. The measured inexactness of the painting, which is visible even from several feet, does not recapitulate a photographic blur but rather belongs specifically to painting. There is nothing of the trompe l’oeil about it; it is the flat, matte effect of unvarnished oil, and it communicates that what we have before us, even if derived from film, is a canvas.

This painting, like others we have seen by Bechtle, contrasts formality with contingency, and it connects photography to gardening as analogous efforts to make order of the world, to fix and tidy it. The painting also characteristically deposits its figures in a sea of surfaces, surrounding them with fresh concrete, automotive steel, frond plants, canvas car covers, and two kinds of thin garden fencing. Sunlight makes the faces of these things seem especially smooth and eventlessly planar: it bleaches the sports car, pickup, and station wagon, together with the road and sidewalk. (Again this light acts in analogy to a camera flash, and even to the traditional role of the sun as drying agent: it fixes something fluid.) The architectural context is all wall and fence—the background station wagon is even clad in synthetic wood paneling—and the painting offers no visual means of access to the interior of the house. The roses are an emblem of striving for an ideal form of visibility, to be sure, but the painting does not mock or even ironize this effort: the roses are in fact lovely specimens, and the women, while not on a grand estate, are assuredly at leisure on a gorgeous day.
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Fig. 96. Robert Bechtle, Roses, 1973. Oil on canvas, 60 × 84 in. (152.4 × 213.4 cm). Neumann Family Collection, New York.
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Figs. 97 and 98. Bechtle, Roses (details).

It is the glances that make the painting. As usual, we hardly see the eyes (fig. 97). The women do not make eye contact: two of them gaze in the direction of the flowers, seeming to look not so much at as vaguely past them, while Nancy Bechtle looks out at her husband, the photographer. There is the suggestion perhaps of some small psychological gaps, of the work involved in maintaining the social links of family. Note the slight physical separation of the sister-in-law, together with the mild bashfulness of her stance, or the mismatch between Nancy’s neo-hippie casualness and the post-mod dresses of the other two. In some sense the image is driven by the look that Nancy casts out at us (fig. 98). Her smile is clouded—as the artist’s own expression was in ’61 Pontiac—by a division of psychic labor: she lightly humors her mother-in-law, while, at the same time, blankly accepting her husband’s photophilia.

My point is not that this painting amounts to an essay on misery. On the contrary, Roses is about its own withholding, about what it does not, or cannot, show. This particular composition of poses and glances—arrived at with the help of a shutter—refuses to mount any account of the true character of the women, or of their relationships. More specifically, this is a painting of appearances. (In a statement made the year he painted Roses, Bechtle wrote, “I have always been interested in how things looked . . . something of substance is to be found in the details of appearance.” In an interview five years later, he echoed this idea, remarking that, while traveling in Europe, “I had a sense of becoming more aware of the appearance of California.”75) While remaining with the appearance of things, however, Roses neither contends that appearances are false nor seems quite to believe that they are all there is. Rather, the painting restricts itself to the visible, to the surfaces that can be recorded, even while teetering on the edge of wondering whether we might have means for discovering some reality beneath.

Compare, then, Nancy Bechtle’s indefinite expression before the camera to the more familiar antihumanist hollowness we often see in Andy Warhol’s Screen Tests. The Screen Tests, those fantastically relentless short-movie portraits shot silently on sixteen-millimeter film, have no single philosophy of subjectivity—that is their brilliance—but in general, Warhol’s laboratory conditions ended up showing his sitters’ identities as desperately performed or simply annihilated.76 The sheer emptiness of Screen Test: Richard Rheem, for example, is chilling (fig. 99). Bechtle, although his art also turns people into surfaces, shows identity instead as a continually deferred promise of depth, as something we hope to find but which even our best means of representation cannot deliver.

Bechtle’s 1970s photorealism was an effort to represent and deal with an abidingly deep human subject at a time when that notion of human identity was fundamentally in doubt—not only by leftist critics but also by a culture growing increasingly empirical and pseudoscientific. Paintings such as Roses are the strange embodiment of an ambivalent antihumanism—or to put it differently, of a humanism that is necessarily resigned and incomplete.77

Throughout the 1970s (and particularly from the time of Roses on), Bechtle’s practice of oil painting was constantly intertwined with the making of watercolors. These smaller works on paper, if very much devoted to the impenetrable surfaces of California architecture, have a rather more diffuse and mediated relationship to the camera. Their fluidity, their belonging to the hand, allows them something of metaphor, of cohesion around telling details. They remind us that Bechtle’s devotion to equality of vision, to surface and appearance, is always gently in tension with a longing for romance, for the possibility of meaning in some traditional sense. Look, for example, at California Gardens—Oakland Houses of 1975 (fig. 100). The oil stains on the street and skid marks on the curb venture to be expressive, while the background car conveys a warm dereliction. Meanwhile, the oblique angle of vision gives the painting’s hedges some heft or at least some volume. The painting, in other words, comes across not only as a dry refusal to summarize or to plumb depths but also, quite traditionally, as a rich evocation of bodily experience. This condition, however, is only a few degrees from the one we have been seeing in the oil paintings, and this is the point: in all of Bechtle’s work, the camera’s indifference is forever jostling for space alongside painting’s sense of truth.78
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Fig. 99. Andy Warhol, Screen Test: Richard Rheem, 1966 (still). Sixteen-millimeter black-and-white film, silent, four minutes at sixteen frames per second.

[image: Images]

Fig. 100. Robert Bechtle, California Gardens—Oakland Houses, 1975. Watercolor on paper, 10 × 16 in. (25.4 × 40.6 cm). Karp Family Collection.

It seems to me that one of the great unanswered questions of art history is why realist painting was so thoroughly and permanently discredited by modernism, while the realist novel remains our dominant form of literature. Certainly the answer has to do with the camera, and with the fact that the camera ended up establishing a new and uniquely authoritative mode of visual representation. The camera promised, in a way that literature never could, access to a world described as surface, a mode of vision both indiscriminate and complete. But the indiscriminate is also the undiscriminating, even the undiscerning: it cannot and will not do. The cold and depthless vision of the camera—especially when loaded with color film—is the most complete vision of the world we have ever had, but it is a vision at odds with painting, and with experience. To paint a snapshot in oil is to ask the epistemology of surface to confront the epistemology of depth. We can be thankful that, in the best of photorealism, that competition is never finished.


CHAPTER 4

System

Gerhard Richter

Picturing things, taking a view, is what makes us human; art is making sense and giving shape to that sense. It is like the religious search for God. We are well aware that making sense and picturing are artificial, like illusion, but we can never give them up.

—Gerhard Richter, 1962

Gerhard Richter’s Motor Boat of 1965 is a large gray painting based on a black-and-white photograph (fig. 101). Like Robert Bechtle, Richter uses oil paint and brush here to emphasize photography’s involvement with surfaces: reflective windshield, shining fiberglass hull, glossy sunglasses. And, again like Bechtle, Richter insists that his appropriated photographic surfaces are connected to posing—to smiles and exultant arms that fail to deliver access to any abiding identities for the four pictured figures. And yet it is also immediately apparent that Richter—painting from a camera advertisement in a blurry, overexposed gray—is doing something quite different from the photorealist painting that was then just on the brink of developing in the United States.1

Consider that the source photograph for Motor Boat, taken from a West German newsweekly advertisement for Kodak’s Instamatic camera, is not so much a snapshot as a phony or exaggerated version of one. In quoting it, Richter paints from the photographic century’s attachment to appearance—its desire to fix specific and momentary configurations of reality. For Richter, however, painting from photographs is not so much an ambivalent withdrawal from humanist expression, as we saw among the American photorealists, as it is an expression of skepticism. Richter once called appearance his Lebensthema—the very theme of his life—and in doing so, clarified the nature of his interest: “Illusion—or rather appearance, semblance [Anschein, Schein]—is the theme of my life. . . . Everything appears and is visible to us because we perceive its appearance, what it reflects. Nothing else is visible. . . . The painter sees the appearance of things and repeats it.”2 For Richter, such appearances have always been closely, if uncertainly, related to notions of fact. “What is good about a picture,” he once observed, “is never ideological but always factual.” It is photography, furthermore, that is most committed to fact: “A photograph is taken in order to inform,” he wrote around 1965. “What matters to the photographer and to the viewer is the result, the legible information, the fact captured in an image.”3
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Fig. 101. Gerhard Richter, Motor Boat (First Version) (Motorboot [1. Fassung]), 1965 (CR 79a). Oil on canvas, 66¾ × 66¾ in. (169.5 × 169.5 cm). Private collection, Cologne, on loan to the Gerhard Richter Archiv, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden.

If Richter was interested in problems of appearance, he was also an artist of systems. Indeed Richter’s art around 1968 was forever treating appearances as units—seeking to understand the relationships between appearances and the systems that organize them. The artist had begun making paintings from photographs shortly after his 1961 immigration to Düsseldorf from East Germany. In studying these paintings, along with Richter’s other work from this period, this chapter aims to understand an art that—perhaps more so than any other—promises to teach us about systems and their overarching role in the great cultural shift toward appearance around 1968.

Consider the unsettling painting Eight Student Nurses of 1966 (fig. 102). Even without identification of its tacit subject, this group of eight canvases communicates a feeling of foreboding. Some details of the faces of the eight young women are lost through blur and high contrast. Other details are distorted to the point of occasionally suggesting an unsettling nonhuman quality to the facial features—Suzanne Farris, for example (top row here, third from left), has a nose with no bridge, while Valentina Pasion (below Farris) has an impossibly tall forehead. These effects are made all the more dramatic by the work’s daunting scale—at over three feet in height, each canvas is much larger than life size.

The topic is a horrifying one, even for Richter. The eight canvases picture the victims of the notorious Richard Speck murders that took place in Chicago on a single night in July 1966. Speck was unusually methodical in his seriality, binding the women and then leading them into separate rooms before killing them. I think it is not too much to suggest that Richter was drawn to this subject because the crime—a kind of system, at once random and methodical—bore a structural similarity to recording-machine photography.

Richter based his painting on a magazine or newspaper spread showing the portraits arranged in two rows of four, and the canvases have often been exhibited and photographed in the same format.4 The work animates a powerful tension between individual and collective identity: we see each woman as clearly unique but also—through uniformity of gender, age, hairstyle, and portrait format—as a single unit within a system of like parts. Indeed, before the topic of the Chicago murders presented itself, Richter—working with photographs of groups—had already been investigating photography’s role as a means for serializing human appearance, for presenting individuals as modules within systems. Eight Student Nurses is split between the seriality of photography and the uniqueness of oil on canvas. More importantly, it draws on an analogous ontological division expressed by serial portraiture in general. Modernity’s systems for recording individual identities, ranging from birth certificates and driver’s licenses to yearbook portraits, serve to individuate and to homogenize at a single stroke.5 The painting also evokes the long-standing use of grids of portrait photographs for ethnic and racial typing, ranging from Francis Galton’s late nineteenth-century composite photo-portraits of social types to the role of photographic records in the mass murders of World War II.

Eight Student Nurses establishes an analogy—if by no means an equation—between serial murder and serial portraiture. Each woman here is shown to have been a unit in an archive as well as in a crime. It is uncanny how uniform the original photos are, down to the hazy minimization of their various collars. It would seem they must have been made as part of a single portrait system, perhaps administered by the school for student files. Richter’s source publication even went so far as to systematically arrange the portraits by angle of glance, with the eyes of the women at the end of each row looking in toward the center, as if to close the group formally.6 After first exhibiting the work as Mord an acht Lernschwestern (Murder of Eight Nursing Students), Richter stripped the word murder from its title, no doubt in order to suppress the overriding real, physical violence at the edge of the images in order to make its systemic-epistemic violence all the more apparent.
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Fig. 102. Gerhard Richter, Eight Student Nurses (Acht Lernschwestern), 1966 (CR 130). Oil on canvas, eight canvases, each 37½ × 27½ in. (95 × 70 cm). Crex Collection, Zurich.

In the late 1960s, a very broad swath of contemporary artists in Europe and North America began to make work involving systems of one kind or another, and our understanding of Richter’s particular case will benefit from a brief look at this loose movement. As early as 1966, Lawrence Alloway had curated a show at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum called Systemic Painting, and by 1968 the curator Jack Burnham had published the essay “Systems Esthetics” in Artforum, claiming that “we are now in a transition—from an object-oriented to a system-oriented culture.” As we saw in Chapter 1, New York museums hosted a pair of systems-art exhibitions in 1970: Software at the Jewish Museum and Information at the Museum of Modern Art.7

Many of the artists who contributed to Information addressed the world as if it were a series of units or data points in a variety of descriptive (and usually highly idiosyncratic) systems. Ed Ruscha’s work Stains (1969), for example, consisted of a book in which each of seventy-six pages was stained with a single material—including milk, Texaco 30 W-HD motor oil, and Los Angeles tap water. A project called Newspaper (1969), anonymously contributed by the artist Steven Lawrence, collected an eclectic group of photographs of subjects including animals, a train, tribal peoples, and an astronaut—and published them together, uncaptioned, for distribution in city streets.8 Bernd and Hilla Becher and Douglas Huebler also contributed art involving systems, as did many others, including Vito Acconci, Dan Graham, Christine Kozlov, Lucy Lippard, and Group OHO.

Many artists at the time were using systems in ways that seemed simultaneously logical and absurd. Howardena Pindell, for example, was painting a series of scrambled number charts, while Sol LeWitt was famously making wall drawings by combining various permutations of differently shaped line segments. The critic Rosalind Krauss argued that LeWitt’s works were systems absurdly disconnected from purpose or meaning; LeWitt himself famously wrote that “Irrational thoughts should be followed absolutely and logically.”9 In German art, systems were especially prevalent and had particular associations. We considered the unusual taxonomic systems of the Bechers in this book’s first chapter. These were paralleled in an odd way not only by Richter’s work but also by the absurd number/text drawings of Hanne Darboven—works such as 00-99=No1-2K-20K of 1969–70 (fig. 103)—and by Dieter Roth’s project, begun in 1973, to photograph every building in Reykjavik (Reykjavik Slides [31,035]: Every View of a City). And it was not just visual artists who were compelled to consider systems in the 1960s. The music of minimalist composers such as Steve Reich and Philip Glass was propelled by a nearly mechanical sense of system, and many period novels—such as Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1961), Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49 (1966), and Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five (1969)—turned centrally on the absurd mismatch of systems with ordinary experience.
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Fig. 103. Hanne Darboven, 00-99=No1-2K-20K, 1969–70 (detail). Ink and pencil on paper and loose-leaf binder label, overall (as installed): 90⅛ × 169¾ in. (228.9 × 431.2 cm). Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., Joseph H. Hirshhorn Purchase Fund, 2007. The Panza Collection. Accession Number: 07.42.

But what is a system, and, more precisely, what did this word stand for in the years around 1968? As we have seen, the Vietnam War was explicitly directed by systems analysis. The historian Howard Brick has documented some of the ways in which systems, systems analysis, and systems theory became vogue terms, especially in government and corporate administration, in the 1960s. Capitalism and communism were both called “systems,” and, from the point of view of the left, “the system” also denoted political-economic authority in general. Recall the key phrases of Paul Potter’s indelible 1965 speech on the topic: “What kind of system is it that justifies the United States or any country seizing the destinies of the Vietnamese people . . . ? What kind of system is it that disenfranchises people in the South . . . , that creates faceless and terrible bureaucracies and makes those the place where people spend their lives . . . , that consistently puts material values before human values . . . ? We must name that system. We must name it, describe it, analyze it, understand it and change it.”10 In this formulation, the overall system of power is abstract and largely invisible. It is also explicitly antihuman, placing material values above all else. The artists of “systems aesthetics” picked up on both of these qualities—the anti-figural and the antihuman—with an ambivalent mixture of satire and hope.

For many of these artists, however, the interest in systems was as much structural as political. It was not so much any current regime per se but the very notion of system itself that was the object of inquiry. At base, after all, a system is any structure of relationships among parts—parts, which, furthermore, may have an unusual degree of unitary sameness, of fungibility with one another. The term system came into administrative and general consciousness in the period largely through Claude Shannon’s “information theory” and Norbert Wiener’s “cybernetics,” both of which had been developed partly to describe the communicative and administrative challenges of World War II.11 In addition to a network of political power, a system might also denote a network of communication, of manufacturing and distribution, even of biological relations (that is, an ecosystem). For many artists around 1968, the most deeply interesting systems were epistemological ones: encyclopedias, catalogues, archives, and atlases—the very means for classifying the world’s infinite phenomena. Richter and other artists often constructed deliberately faulty systems that, through their very uselessness or irrationality, could serve as a critique of systems per se, and of their relations with power.

Some artists in this period made systems art that was specifically devoted to the cataloguing of facts. In the long-term work I Met (1968–79), for example, the Japanese-American artist On Kawara simply listed, on page after page, the names of people he saw on each day of his life, without any further identification or context. I Got Up of 1968–79 consisted of hundreds of postcards Kawara sent from his travels, each bearing nothing but a rubber-stamped date and address, along with the words “I GOT UP AT” followed by a time. Such works represent Kawara’s experience as if it were a catalogue of appearances or facts, equivalent units in a system. While a normal diary includes accounts of the circumstances of meeting people and a normal postcard contains a short narrative, in Kawara’s work, dates, times, and locations stand in the place of such traditionally robust forms of content. Rather than what was said or done (much less why these things transpired), we are given only the external, measurable traces of human activity, as if recorded by a machine. Kawara’s works enact a system of representation that is more and more the one officially on offer from the technocracy: reality as shapeless units of information. In a judicious half-irony, the works simultaneously satirize and lyricize this reduction of experience to a mere list of observable appearances.

Richter was not the only artist for whom an interest in systems was twinned with an interest in appearances. The conceptual artist Mel Bochner, for example, wrote in the 1960s about artists using objects as “parts of a system,” but insisted at the same time that “The entire being of an object . . . is in its appearance. . . . All we can know about [things] is derived directly from how they appear.”12 Or recall that Douglas Huebler, one of the period’s great investigators of photo-systems, was specifically concerned with the word appearance. As we saw in Chapter 1, Huebler wrote that “Reality does not lie beneath the surface of appearance,” and his Duration Piece #4 New York City, February 1969 involved the artist in a time-lapse system for capturing, as he walked the streets of the city, “whatever ‘appearance’ existed closest to the camera” (see fig. 26). On several occasions, Huebler put the words system and appearance together, as when he remarked to an interviewer in 1969, “I set up a system, and the system can catch a part of what is happening—what’s going on in the world—an appearance in the world.”13 Huebler’s fascination with systems, as we have seen, was grounded in distrust; he once challenged an interviewer by saying, “No system is absolute. Name a system that is scientifically founded and integrally logical.”14

Like Huebler, Gerhard Richter seems to have understood appearances as units within systems. Also like Huebler, he took an interest specifically in the snapshot—and in its correlate, the news photograph—as the key epistemic unit of his time. It seems to me that we ought to understand Richter’s oeuvre as an ongoing investigation of photography as a means for generating what we could call “systems of appearance.” Many of his works ambivalently invoke image groups that, seeking to supplant traditional notions of deep truth, describe reality as an endless sequence of individual appearances. If we are to understand these works, we should first take a brief look at two relevant (and under-investigated) activities that occupied Richter right after 1968: first, his efforts, using photography, to half-resuscitate the genre of landscape painting, and second, his preoccupation with the false promises of photographic evidence.

Gerhard Richter, forever compelled by the freedom that the camera seemed to offer from seeking to deeply “apprehend” the world, is undoubtedly an artist of the recording machine.15 As we have already begun to see, however, Richter has clouded his use of the recording machine with doubt. Consider his continual painting of landscapes from photographs. Unlike other artists influenced by minimalism and the legacy of Marcel Duchamp, Richter returned again and again to this traditional genre of art history, even declaring landscape “beautiful . . . probably the most terrific thing there is.” Teide Landscape of 1971, for example, is one of a series of paintings Richter made based on photographs he took near Mount Teide, a volcano on Tenerife, in the Canary Islands (fig. 104).16 For all its photographic origins, this painting must be one of the least legible entries in the history of European landscape art. The foreground is a dark mass of something imprecise and apparently empty of landmarks, while the blue at center right may or may not indicate a swatch of sea. The overall composition drably splits land from sky with a horizon unbroken by trees or peaks. And it is not just essences that Richter refuses. Unlike the photorealists, and unlike his contemporaries working in the desert, Richter offers no refuge in crisp details or concrete matter. He gives us no pebbles or wavelets (and almost no visible brushstrokes) as holdouts of the real, offering instead only the insecurity of lumpy, brown-black land and vaporous sky. This painting, like Richter’s landscapes generally, harshly denies the fantastical pleasure—forever refueled by photography—of visual possession and comprehension. It enacts a doubt in the very act of making pictures.17
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Fig. 104. Gerhard Richter, Teide Landscape (Teyde-Landschaft), 1971 (CR 283). Oil on canvas, 47¼ × 70¾ in. (120 × 180 cm). Museum Morsbroich, Leverkusen, Germany.

The painting Administrative Building of 1964 employs a photographic grisaille to represent an endlessly long modernist block looming over a city street (fig. 105). Like Teide Landscape, this work lingers on what both photography and painting fail to deliver. Here, however, this failure takes on the character of false evidence. The artist, by pulling his drying paint across the canvas, has exaggerated the building’s horizontal lines. The resulting blur vaguely suggests poor printing or a television image that has fallen out of horizontal hold. The foliage of the foreground tree has also been stretched side-to-side, and the street lamp at left has even been rendered twice, percussively announcing a horizontal stutter. It is the very banality of the subject, however, that begs questions. What building exactly is pictured here, and why? We have the feeling that something of significance, perhaps something sinister, might be indirectly recorded on this canvas. We are at a loss, however, as to what that significance might be. This uneasy feeling is fueled by the fact that the blur—in addition to suggesting poor mechanics of reproduction—might also be the trace of a photograph made in a hurry, or under other constrained circumstances. As such, the picture produces an effect or style that commonly belongs to crime photographs and other kinds of evidentiary pictures.18 Richter’s title also evokes government bureaucratic systems, a subject that in mid-century Germany was indelibly associated with hidden horrors.19

Administrative Building is hardly the only one of Richter’s paintings from this period to use banal photographic sources to suggest crime or systematically administered violence. If they are related to gruesome subjects, however, these paintings rarely contain anything that could be considered evidence. They are instead substitutes, suggesting unrepresented acts that they do not and cannot recover. We see Lee Harvey Oswald handing out pamphlets, the artist’s own uncle standing in Wehrmacht uniform, and the murdered nurses posing blandly for their student portraits. Differing from most other factualists, Richter tracks the inadequacy of the camera’s results—its failures—even on the level of facts. He paints from a recording machine that is forever at work and forever uncertain.20

If it seems that I am being willful or instrumental in connecting Rich-ter’s work to the questionable validity of photographic evidence, I am at least not the first to do so. In a short 1969 documentary, produced to air on West German television, director Hannes Reinhardt profiled the painter by making an extended, explicit reference to Antonioni’s 1966 film Blow-Up (see the discussion of this film in Chapter 1). A mod guitar sound with drumming supports shots of a nonchalant, isolated Richter casually shooting photographs in a field. Like Antonioni’s unnamed protagonist, Richter is then seen driving his small car down old and narrow city streets to his studio. There, he, too, turns to the work of projecting enlarged images of his photographs. Like Blow-Up, the documentary leans on the uncertain possibility that the camera has captured something valuable, an image that might later, through enlargement, prove telling or significant.
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Fig. 105. Gerhard Richter, Administrative Building (Verwaltungsgebäude), 1964 (CR 39). Oil on canvas, 38½ × 59 in. (98 × 150 cm). The Doris and Donald Fisher Collection at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.
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Fig. 106. Sigmar Polke and Gerhard Richter, Transformation (Umwandlung), 1968 (Editions CR 14). Offset print on card, 18¼ × 26½ in. (46.6 × 67.2 cm).

On a few occasions at the end of the 1960s, Richter allowed himself to make explicit, even humorous essays into the use of photography as evidence. Together with the artist Sigmar Polke, he published a work—a card with five blurry photographs printed on it—that purported to document the two artists’ transformation, “for a period of two hours,” of a mountain range into a sphere (fig. 106).21 Richter’s own work Nine Objects of 1969 offers nine cases of false photographic evidence arranged in a grid (fig. 107). Each image pictures a wooden sculpture that the artist made himself. Professionally retouched according to the artist’s instructions, however, the photographs represent spatially impossible objects—things that cannot exist outside representation. Like some of Huebler’s projects of the same years, these works refer to (and cast doubt upon) the endemic use of photography, throughout the Cold War West, as a means for securing a factual account of things.
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Fig. 107. Gerhard Richter, Nine Objects (Neun Objekte), 1969 (Editions CR 26) (detail). Nine offset prints on card, in cardboard portfolio, each 17¾ × 17¾ in. (44.9 × 44.9 cm).

Exploring similar problems in a more direct and serious mode, Richter undertook a series of large paintings copied from macro-photographic images of paint. The Details, as he called them, were painted side-by-side with the large landscapes of the period, and like those paintings, they are demonstrable failures of knowledge. Consider, for example, the nine-foot-wide canvas called Detail (Gray-Lilac) (fig. 108). The work recalls Roy Lichtenstein’s famous pop send-ups of abstract expressionism’s dripping brushstrokes, especially through its assertion of the near-chemical physicality of paint. Less ironic than Lichtenstein, however, Richter persists in the project of looking closely, with some real rewards. Gray-Lilac offers a rather satisfactory subject: curving ridges of paint, richly varied in color, that crescendo into the minor event of a pair of floral ellipses. Indeed, this painting gives us all the proximity and fixity that only macro lenses, film, and episcope projector can provide. The results of even these efforts, however, remain not only imprecise (Richter in fact exaggerated the blurriness of his source photograph) but also both superficial and apparently insignificant.22 This work, at once an abstraction and a photorealist painting, seems equally disillusioned with both the essentialist tradition of modernist painting and the total recording of surfaces that, by the middle of the twentieth century, photography was evermore insistently promising. A few years later, Richter made a related work called 128 Details from a Picture. In it, photographs of a single abstract painting, Halifax of 1978, are blown up macro-photographically in black and white, as if to reveal something that is never found.23
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Fig. 108. Gerhard Richter, Detail (Gray-Lilac) (Aussschnitt [Grau-Lila]), 1970 (CR 274). Oil on canvas, 78¾ in. × 9 ft., 10 in. (200 × 300 cm). Sprengel Museum, Hanover.

STRUCTURES FROM DUMB ABUNDANCE

This chapter, so far, has aimed to uncover two implicit claims of Gerhard Richter’s art: first, that all appearances are units within systems, and, second, that those appearances are anyway always bedeviled by vagueness and inadequacy. What remains is to understand what, specifically, the art might reveal about the world’s systems of appearance—exactly what kind of critique it is mounting of atlases, encyclopedias, newspapers, and family photo albums. This main section of the chapter, then, will consider a few of the systems within Richter’s art, with the aim of understanding their ambivalent half-embrace of modern systems for knowing the world. I hope that doing so will offer us a fuller historical understanding of the recording-machine epistemology as it operated on the frontier of the Cold War.

To start with, take Richter’s project of making and collecting cloud photographs. Between 1970 and 1972, the artist organized dozens of such photographs into panels for his ongoing catalogue artwork Atlas. (A number of other artists—including Vija Celmins and Douglas Huebler—were also working with photographs of clouds in exactly these years. For the most part, they did so with interests very similar to Richter’s.24) Look at the eighteen photographs assembled into panel 201, for example (fig. 109). The page looks almost as if it had been pulled from a proper meteorological atlas of cloud types, representing cumulus, cirrus, and cirrocumulus formations.25 Richter’s is not actually a guide, however: the types are neither labeled nor separated one from the other. We have the look of a scientific atlas—of a volume such as the Internationaler Atlas der Wolken und Himmelsansichten (International Atlas of Clouds and Sky Views) of 1932—without, however, getting anything of its taxonomic or pedagogical function.26 We have a system without utility.

But what kind of representation, then, do these photographs amount to? Certainly they refuse systematic taxonomy, but they also carefully mark out their distance from an opposite tendency—the traditional representation of clouds as expressive figurations, as carriers of humanistic meaning. Their indifferent, tightly gridded multiplicity contrasts sharply with such photographic cloud series as Charles Marville’s 1850s sky studies and especially Stieglitz’s poetic Equivalents (see fig. 29).

Clouds—amorphous and literally ungraspable figures of floating vapor—proved an irresistible motif for Richter, who worked periodically on the subject for a decade and made more than a dozen cloud paintings in 1970 alone. All of Richter’s cloud pictures are involved in setting up a tense dialectic between system and anti-system. (In fact the taxonomic and expressive strains of cloud picturing have rarely been entirely distinct: even Luke Howard, who invented the names for cloud types in the nineteenth century, illustrated his types rather lyrically.27) Richter made a particular point of exhibiting a group of three large paintings, each called Cloud, both at his Düsseldorf retrospective in 1971 and at his solo exhibition at the Venice Biennale the next year (fig. 110). These paintings offer neither a taxonomy (all three are cumulous or stratocumulus) nor an expressive variation (their size, shape, and lighting are too uniform). Rather, the three paintings work together as an essay on the idea of the unit. In each case, and to slightly varying degrees, a bit of water temporarily holds together just enough to make a cloud. Of course we cannot quite be sure if these are three pictures of the same cloud—whatever that might mean—over a period of seconds or minutes, or of three separate ones. The overall effect, then, is one of uncertain boundaries: in the endless fabric of the world’s infinite phenomena, what, if anything, legitimately constitutes an entity, a classifiable unit in a system of understanding? These paintings endeavor to demonstrate that the very word cloud is an imposition on the continuum of atmospheric moisture. No surprise, then, that Richter wrote, “A [good] picture . . . deprives a thing of its meaning and its name,” adding, “For an artist, there must be no names: not table for table, not house for house, not Christmas Eve for 24 December, not even 24 December for 24 December.”28
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Fig. 109. Gerhard Richter, Atlas, panel 201: “Clouds,” 1972. Eighteen color photographs on white cardboard, overall: 26¼ × 20½ in. (66.7 × 51.7 cm). Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus und Kunstbau München, Munich.
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Fig. 110. Gerhard Richter, three paintings titled Cloud (Wolke) of 1970. Oil on canvas, each 78¾ in. × 9 ft., 10 in. (200 × 300 cm). Installation view, German Pavilion, 36th Venice Biennale, 1972 (CR 270-1, 270-2, 270-3). Now in the collection of the National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa.

Many artists have had their works organized and published in carefully numbered catalogues raisonnés. For few, however, has the project of cataloguing seemed so integral to their overall oeuvre as it does in the work of Gerhard Richter. The artist’s first catalogue raisonné, made well before he turned forty, was a limited-edition artwork of its own: an offset print, in an edition of one hundred, simply reproducing Richter’s own typed list of his painterly output since 1962. He titled it Bildverzeichnis (Inventory of Pictures), and eventually it got its own catalogue number: editions CR 27.29 Two published books (appearing in 1993 and 2004) subsequently pictured and numbered Richter’s paintings and sculptures produced since 1962, reproducing all the works in a uniform scale (1:50). Both books used the numbering initiated by the artist in the 1960s, supplemented by a decimal-like system of dashes and letters so as to set up relationships and hierarchies. A revised six-volume catalogue raisonné is now in progress, with the first volumes already in print. Meanwhile, there have been two catalogues raisonnés of Richter’s work in editions (that is, mainly prints and photographic works) and one of his drawings. The art museums of Dresden also maintain a meticulously organized public archive, directed by Richter’s biographer, of the artist’s letters, photographs, sources, and clippings.30

On top of all these systematic records, there is the website gerhard-richter.com, which, although maintained privately by a collector named Joe Hage (or Joe Heydzh), offers a searchable database of all Richter’s officially catalogued works. It must be one of the most elaborate and exhaustive websites ever dedicated to the work of a living artist. Like most databases, this one is searchable only by facts—that is, by terms that can be objectively observed and expressed externally and briefly. One may search by title, date, catalogue number, location, medium, size, and color, and it is even possible to sort the entries by subject matter (“Aeroplanes, Alpine, Animals . . .”). Of course one cannot search the works, for example, by their meanings, or by the degree of their orientation toward or away from humanism.31

If Richter’s many catalogues raisonnés represent the height of his faith in taxonomic systems, Atlas is their difficult sibling. It is generally said that Richter began collecting material for a compendium of photographs and sketches around 1964. He first exhibited the work in 1970 (under the title Studies 1965–70), and again in 1972 (as Atlas), at which time he also published it as a book—an act he has since repeated, in updated form, three times. By the early 1970s, the work already comprised about three hundred panels in three different sizes, some with a single sketch on them, others with as many as thirty-six individual photographs brought together. Richter has given each sheet a date and a number, as well as a caption, and he has exhibited the work at least twenty times.32 Some of the early panels are heterogeneous enough to suggest a somewhat clinical version of Dada photomontage: panel 10, in a heady refusal of taxonomy, puts advertisements and news photographs together with a vacation snapshot and an encyclopedia portrait of the minor seventeenth-century aristocrat Philipp Wilhelm (fig. 111). This tendency soon gave way, however, to a partial compromise with the idea of categorization, with many subsequent panels being devoted to a single subject.
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Fig. 111. Gerhard Richter, Atlas, panel 10: “Newspaper and Album Photos,” 1962–68. Eighteen black-and-white clippings with handwritten annotations on white cardboard, overall: 20½ × 26¼ in. (51.7 × 66.7 cm). Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus und Kunstbau München, Munich.

In its early years, Atlas triangulated public and private spheres, including news and advertising clippings together with Richter’s own family snapshots. The early panels, several of which include horrifying documentary photographs made at the liberation of the camps, might be understood as an effort to square the mania of postwar life with the horrors of the Holocaust—to see if these radically different spheres of experience could somehow be filed in a single epistemological or archival system.

If, however, Atlas is an attempt to make the wild heterogeneity of existence conform to a single, total world-description system, it does so by thematizing its own necessary failure. It is sorted at once by chronology, by content, and by form, and the tension these indexing terms exert against one another makes for a spotty and half-arbitrary overall structure. When the panels are exhibited together, the visual effect of the geometry of knowledge is quite striking: wall after wall is filled by grids within grids (fig. 112).33 Richter’s term for the individual units or sheets—Tafeln—has as much to do with the English word table as it does with the usual translation, “panel.” They are visual schemes likes those used to illustrate scientific and social-scientific journals—evidentiary pictures. Although they are generally built selectively rather than by comprehensive inclusion, the grids also suggest contact sheets—that basic photographic gatekeeping practice by which a roll of film is examined to see if any one of the pictures might be significant enough to print. Surely this is why Richter continues to build Atlas and to exhibit it, even while claiming that “it’s not a work of art”: it shows the field of information from which his paintings have been plucked.34 As such it insists on the shaky legitimacy of such choices, the dubiousness of deciding what about the world deserves representation.

Atlas, then, is at once a model for an exhaustive kind of realism and also an allegory of Richter’s work as a whole. The phenomena of the universe, and particularly of human experience (casually centered on Richter’s own perspective), are laid out: landmarks, weather, Nazi history, pop culture, family gatherings, pornography—and on and on. At times, there is the hint of a proper catalogue, as for example, in panels 106–24, which show a variety of aerial views of cities (see, for example, fig. 113). Together, these nineteen panels offer a feeling of a comparison, even of a field guide to types—some of the pictures show historic city centers, some new suburban developments, some even models for places not yet built. The organization, however, is not in fact properly systematic, with no discernable placement according to history, size, or alphabetic order. There is instead a loose but emphatic feeling of incompleteness (most of the cities are German; none to my knowledge are from outside Europe), and of chance relationships (some seem grouped by the vectors of their various arterial roads, freeways, and rivers).35
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Fig. 112. Richter, Atlas. Installation view, Kunsthalle im Lipsiusbau, Dresden, 2012. (Photo: David Brandt.)
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Fig. 113. Gerhard Richter, Atlas panel 110: “Cities,” 1968. Nine black-and-white clippings (reproductions of aerial photographs from books) on white cardboard, overall: 20½ × 26¼ in. (51.7 × 66.7 cm). Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus und Kunstbau München, Munich.

What kind of atlas, then, is Richter’s? The artist has suggested that he chose the work’s title rather flippantly, but of course the term refers to the long tradition of binding groups of maps, or other visual models for natural science, together in a book.36 The first known volume of this kind was Gerardus Mercator’s Atlas sive Cosmographicae meditationes de fabrica mundi et fabricati figura of 1595. Mercator’s title refers to the mythical Titan who held the heavens on his shoulders, while his subtitle, which can be translated as “Cosmographical Meditations on the Fabric of the World,” reveals something of the book’s transcendental aims. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the term atlas had come to be used also for similarly comprehensive publications of illustrations in anatomy, botany, meteorology, and other sciences: by one count, over two thousand non-geographic atlases appeared in print in the hundred years following 1830.37

In their excellent history of the nineteenth-century scientific ideal of objectivity, Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison have written of the comprehensive analytical aims of the traditional atlas: “Every atlas is presented with great fanfare,” they write, “as if it were the atlas to end all atlases.” We might add, following Denis Wood’s analysis, that an atlas typically tries to avoid making the represented phenomena appear simply as “one thing after another,” preferring instead to make its corpus cohere in a meaningful structure. In this sense, Richter’s Atlas differs greatly from a properly scientific one: his project might also claim to be “the atlas to end all atlases,” but surely for reasons opposite to the traditional ones. Far from being so comprehensive as to close a path of inquiry, it—on the contrary—is so porous and jagged as to suggest that any systematic attempt at epistemological compilation is either naïve or willfully blind. Refusing the coherent, integrating impulse that Wood sees at the heart of the enterprise (or rather, setting up such coherences just enough to dismantle them), Richter’s Atlas is precisely—to use words uttered not only by Wood but also, affirmatively, by the minimalist sculptor Donald Judd—“one thing after another.”38 Neither a true utilitarian atlas nor a Dada critique of reason, Richter’s ongoing project instead stands rather delicately in between.39

Factualist Abstraction

Richter’s catalogue numbers would suggest that it was shortly after painting the portraits of the murdered Chicago nurses that he initiated the series of “color chart” paintings that he has periodically continued to this day. Inspired by a display in a paint store in Düsseldorf, as well as by the Stoffbild paintings being made by his friend Blinky Palermo at the same moment, Richter tried making these tables of colors in oil but found he preferred the uniform and anti-expressive look, devoid of any visible brushstrokes, that he could achieve with synthetic paints.40 The artist apparently employed no system to select the colors and their placements, making selections that were “arbitrary” or, perhaps more accurately, intuitive. Sketches from the time of the first color chart paintings reveal that he prepared by making montages directly from paint chart samples.41 When the combinations worked visually, Richter remarked, it was because the “colors fit together like the right lottery picks.”42

If these early color chart paintings involved Richter in familiar modernist dynamics of chance balanced with intuition, they also had a special relationship to his other paintings, notably the portraits. Most of the 1966 color chart paintings have a striking formal-structural similarity to the painting of the nurses: each is a collection of between six and fifteen rectangles, organized into a single larger rectangular grid. Indeed when Richter contributed Eight Student Nurses to the major exhibition Documenta 5, he sent a suite of color chart paintings to be hung beside it—the works appeared together in the section devoted to “Realismus.”43

One of the largest of Richter’s first group of color chart paintings is Six Yellows, made at a scale very close to that of the student nurse group, although differently oriented, and on a single canvas (fig. 114). The painting sets up a narrow visual game of similarity and difference, in which each unit has an equal claim as an appearance or variant of the transcendental or ideal category “yellow.” The shades, meanwhile, are not ordered by hue or saturation, and offer no feeling of articulating the full range of possibilities. The swatches at lower left and center right are quite like one another, while the one at top left has no close partner. If the painting suggests a drab and anti-expressive visual catalogue of some kind, it also has a remarkable visual liveliness, its narrow differences causing the viewer’s eye to jump.44
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Fig. 114. Gerhard Richter, Six Yellows (Sechs Gelb), 1966 (CR 141). Enamel on canvas, 78¾ × 67 in. (200 × 170 cm). Collection Frieder Burda, Museum Frieder Burda, Baden-Baden, Germany.

Another color chart of that year equally suggests the format of a contact sheet or a student yearbook (fig. 115). It is one of a cycle of four paintings, made at about the same size, each of which offers eight units in a two-by-four format.45 One painting in this cycle seems foundational, articulating versions of the three primary colors and the three secondary colors, along with black and gray. Another, however, clusters primarily around varieties of olive and tan, with an incongruous red thrown in. Our painting, mean-while—CR 139–5, now in a private collection in Honolulu—offers two reds but no yellow or blue. Its remaining six colors include two that might be called brown and four others that it would be hard to efficiently name. Even the reds are dark enough—each in a different way—to fail to embody the typical hue that passes as primary.

In establishing a vague analogy between individual human portraits and discrete units on the color spectrum, Gerhard Richter’s work of 1966 proposes that the many phenomena of the universe—forever groupable but endlessly, uncontrollably diverse—can be submitted to the same serial cataloguing of appearance. If there ever was a factualist brand of abstraction, Richter’s series of color charts is it.
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Fig. 115. Gerhard Richter, Color Chart (Farbtafel), 1966 (CR 139-5). Enamel on canvas, 32¼ × 24½ in. (82 × 62 cm). Private collection, Honolulu.

After the color charts of 1966, Richter turned for several years to a broad variety of other subjects, including the landscapes, cloud paintings, and Details. Then, in 1971—as he was preparing 48 Portraits, his giant project for the Venice Biennale—he returned to making color charts. He began by making several ambitious combinations of 180 colors and, by 1973, had executed a cycle of four paintings each called 1024 Colors (figs. 116, 117).46 As their title suggests, each large canvas carries a grid of over one thousand rectangles (arranged thirty-two by thirty-two), each devoted to a single unique hue. The difference between the paintings is only in the placement of the colors, which in each case was determined by a system of drawing lots.47 As in most of his color charts, Richter chose here the format of long horizontal rectangles rather than squares of color, and although this lends the paintings an anchoring effect of stability, their overall feeling is still one of random fields. If the 1966 color chart paintings were cool, demonstrative experiments, these later works are large tablets of a colorful sublime.

The process by which the paintings were generated, however, was nothing if not a rational system. In the text for a 1974 exhibition catalogue, Richter summarized it this way:
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Fig. 116. Gerhard Richter, 1024 Colors (1024 Farben), 1973 (CR 350-3). Enamel on canvas, 8 ft., 4 in. × 15 ft., 8 in. (254 × 478 cm). Hessiches Landesmuseum, Darmstadt.
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Fig. 117. Richter, 1024 Colors (detail).

1024 Colors in 4 Permutations

In order to represent all apparent color shades in one painting, I worked out a system which—starting from the three primaries, plus grey—made possible a continual subdivision (differentiation) through equal gradations. 4 × 4 = 16 × 4 = 64 × 4 = 256 × 4 = 1024. The multiplier 4 was necessary because I wanted to keep the image size, the rectangle size, and the number of rectangles in a constant proportion to one another. To use more than 1024 tones (4096, for instance) seemed senseless, since the difference between one shade and the next would no longer have been visible.

The arrangement of the colors on the squares was done by a random process, to obtain a diffuse, undifferentiated overall effect, combined with stimulating detail. The rigid grid hinders the generation of figurations, although with some difficulty these can be detected. This kind of artificial naturalism [Diese Art von künstlichem Naturalismus] is an aspect that fascinates me—as does the fact that, if I had painted all the possible permutations, light would have taken more than 400 billion years to travel from the first painting to the last. I wanted to paint four large, colorful pictures.48

Here Richter hits on a number of the key terms for these later color chart pictures—notably the project of “artificial naturalism” involved in trying to identify every detectable color shade, as well as the random system by which these would be represented. If this was a kind of scientific experiment for Rich-ter—an effort to isolate all the world’s descriptive options, at least along the axis of color—it was also a process of aesthetic, humanistic delight: he wanted big, colorful pictures. Just look at his manic grid of paint bottles (fig. 118)!

Richter later remarked that his color chart paintings were “directed against the efforts of the Neo-Constructivists, [Josef] Albers and the rest,” intended as “an assault on the falsity and the religiosity of the way people glorified abstraction.” And indeed we could note the rather striking difference in sensibility between 1024 Colors and more idiosyncratic geometric abstractions by such figures as Piet Mondrian, Albers, and Ellsworth Kelly.49 Richter’s paintings are more like the unmodulated 1921 monochromes by Aleksander Rodchenko: Pure Red Color, Pure Yellow Color, and Pure Blue Color. It seems to me no coincidence that these three paintings were also made by an artist thinking as much about photography as about oil and canvas. Like Richter’s, Rodchenko’s paintings desperately want facts even while seeing right through them: they keep oscillating between indexing the foundations of appearance and careening into the transcendent.
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Fig. 118. Gerhard Richter’s studio, 1974.

Far more successful in fact than 1024 Colors is a similar group of four paintings that Richter made the following year. The principle for these, each called 256 Colors, is the same, only with the sub-splitting of hues carried out without the final multiplication of four. Reproduced on the page, these paintings appear a bit dryly experimental—in part because photographs distinguish the unique colors poorly from one another. In person, however, they are astonishingly dynamic. The color rectangles are bright, even commercially glossy, and they stand out crisply against the matte white canvas. Organized on a sixteen-by-sixteen grid that is as clean and controlled as can be, they make for paintings that reward comparative perusals of wild heterogeneity.50

In 1024 Colors, despite Richter’s implicit claim to the contrary, many of the colors are impossible to distinguish from one another. But in the 256 Colors now in San Francisco, for example, the situation is far more delicate (fig. 119). A few of the very darkest hues are just about impossible to tell apart, at least when they are not adjacent to one another. Remarkably, however, all the other colors, with a bit of care, can just be clearly distinguished—the viewer’s eye moves around, testing the proximities between the many yellows, blues, and pinks. This instantiation of Richter’s color multiplication balances just at the edge of the detectable subdivision of color. Enacting a great fantasy of the twentieth century, the painting operates as if it were possible to remake the color spectrum, and by extension the world, into an array of discrete facts—this blue, then that one; this red, then that one.
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Fig. 119. Gerhard Richter, 256 Colors (256 Farben), 1974/84 (CR 352-2). Oil on linen, 87¾ × 163¼ in. (222 × 414 cm). The Doris and Donald Fisher Collection at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. (Photo: Ian Reeves.)

Note that, as one looks around 256 Colors, some minor temporary landmarks do emerge—we see a bright lime-green at the right edge, for example, a diagonal of oranges just above center, and an upside-down “T” of dark colors near the lower right. These footholds are very fragile, however; the work stubbornly refuses to settle or resolve. After turning away, one has hardly any image left in the mind beyond the overall scheme. The painting is absolutely structured and totally without pattern.

Although driven by an intensely logical conceptual apparatus, 256 Colors offers a lushly affective viewing experience, propelled by the anti-hierarchical (non-)arrangement of its many units. In some sense, it is impossible to look at the whole thing, to take it in in any complete sense, even from a considerable distance. To look at it is to look at parts—to seek little patterns, to compare colors, or to break the painting down, as one can endlessly, varyingly do, into subsections of six, twelve, eighteen, or twenty-four rectangles. The model of color proposed by these paintings has a structural similarity to the phenomenon, then just developing, of computer memory: everything, at base, can always be expressed as a string of bits.51

Each of the hue rectangles in Richter’s color charts, that is, is imagined as a discrete thing, and each operates as an equal and unique entrant in the overall system. The random arrangement of these units further accentuates their individuation.52 (It is clear from the relief at the edges of the rectangles that the matrix was marked out precisely in advance with white tape that was removed when the painting of colors was done; see fig. 120.) These units, furthermore, are understood as fundamental or atomic—recall the artist’s remark that differentiations beyond a certain point would make no sense. Richter knows full well that color is a gradient and not a series of units, but the paintings indulge the absurd pleasure of imagining otherwise.

Putting this differently, we could say that these paintings indulge a love for systems, and specifically for systems that offer to break the world’s infinitely variable phenomena into facts. Even while doing so, however, 256 Colors and its cognates acknowledge the artificiality, even the falsity, of such systems of representation. Richter explicitly indicated that it was this latter tendency—the demonstration of the world’s infinite senselessness—that mattered most to him about these paintings, and that even made him optimistic. “[In] the preplanned Color Charts,” he wrote, “a few examples taken from an infinite range of potential mixtures and arrangements stand for the endless possibilities that can never be realized—the boundless, the completely and totally meaningless, in which I place so much hope.” It was not order Richter was after, so much as a demonstration of its failure. This hope, he insisted, was not at all about “liberty or truth, let alone the conferring of meaning. . . . To confer meaning,” he concluded, “is inhuman.”53
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Fig. 120. Richter, 256 Colors (detail).

Much systems art is animated by tensions between the rational and irrational, between structure and disorder; in many cases, this means that system is both delighted in and pilloried. Richter’s version of this systems aesthetic is haunted specifically by the paradox of being at once nihilistic and delightful, and by playing this paradox out on the increasingly superficial (that is, appearance-oriented) systems of world description. His ambivalence in doing so should hedge any shock we feel upon learning about his later eagerness to do a huge stained-glass color chart—random but splendid—for Cologne Cathedral, or upon hearing that the children from his current marriage were baptized there.54

Consider, finally, that the grid in 256 Colors belongs, rather oddly, both to idealism and to the descriptive episteme of the recording machine. The recording machine generates endless appearances, but it cannot, after all, simply pile them up. It must somehow file them. The grid is the device by which it does so, without hierarchy. But the recording machine’s turn to the grid is also its self-betrayal, the subordination of its units to some underlying, essential reality. No wonder Richter has been so attached to grids. They are his pivot, the place where observations get put into a volume and called knowledge.55

A Portrait System

It was on the occasion of his solo exhibition at the thirty-sixth Venice Biennale, in 1972, that Gerhard Richter realized his great engagement with modern serial portraiture, 48 Portraits (figs. 121, 122). Although then widely referred to in the German press under the title 48 Porträts, the work has occasionally also been referred to as 48 Tafeln, a title that hints at a relationship to early wood-panel portraiture but which also specifically asserts a connection to the panel grids of Atlas and to the Color Charts (or Farbtafeln).56 Upon being appointed to represent the Federal Republic of Germany alone (which had to that point usually been represented at each biennale by a number of artists), Richter traveled to Venice to visit his country’s pavilion, an austere neoclassical structure built under the Third Reich. He soon decided that the building’s main room was an ideal setting for a major work of portraiture, and he began to paint what his biographer reckons was “his most ambitious project to date.”57 The resulting work is a cycle of painted portraits, based on encyclopedia photographs, of a group of composers, essayists, poets, philosophers, and scientists.

[image: Images]

Fig. 121. Gerhard Richter, 48 Portraits (see fig. 122). Installation view (prior to final arrangement), German Pavilion, 36th Venice Biennale, 1972.

Painted much larger than life-size, and originally hung very high in their cold exhibition space, the individual paintings appear simultaneously lifelike and shadowy. They are dark and low in contrast, resulting in a loss of detail at both the white and the black ends of the spectrum. A few have strongly photographic qualities: the English physicist Patrick Maynard Stuart Black-ett, for example, seems frozen into a smiling grimace, a flash falling on his eyes and forehead (fig. 123). Other canvases look more painterly: the German composer Paul Hindemith, whose right shoulder feathers into a more empty, atmospheric space, has a vaguely timeless mien (fig. 124). More precisely, though, none of these images seem to belong clearly to either medium, tracking back and forth between the look of Kodak and that of grisaille. Caught awkwardly between being museum paintings and encyclopedia photographs, they look instead like a slightly haunting hybrid of the two.
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Fig. 122. Gerhard Richter, 48 Portraits, 1971/1972 (CR 324). Oil on canvas, 48 canvases, each 27½ × 21¾ in. (70 × 55 cm). Museum Ludwig, Cologne. Top row (from left): Mihail Sadoveanu, William James, Hans Pfitzner, James Chadwick, James Franck, Paul Valéry. Second row: Gustav Mahler, Arrigo Boito, Alfredo Casella, Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, Paul Claudel, Thomas Mann. Third row: Otto Schmeil, Jean Sibelius, Frédéric Joliot, Max Planck, Manuel de Falla, Enrico Fermi. Fourth row: José Ortega y Gasset, Igor Stravinsky, Herbert George Wells, Paul Adrien Maurice Dirac, Nicolai Hartmann, John Dos Passos. Fifth row: Alfred Mombert, Giacomo Puccini, Paul Hindemith, Wilhelm Dilthey, Emile Verhaeren, Rudolf Borchardt. Sixth row: Patrick Maynard Stuart Blackett, Louis-Victor de Broglie, Alfred Adler, François Mauriac, Anton Bruckner, André Gide. Seventh row: Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson, Saint-John Perse, Albert Einstein, Isidor Isaac Rabi, Rainer Maria Rilke, Anton Webern. Bottom row: Franz Kafka, Hugo von Hofmannsthal, Graham Greene, Oscar Wilde, William Somerset Maugham, Karl Manne Siegbahn.

Although the pavilion’s great central room was dedicated exclusively to 48 Portraits, Richter was clearly thinking about system at the biennale in other ways as well. The side rooms included, in addition to that triad of cloud paintings, a group of mountainscapes, a group of cityscapes, and seven of the untitled green painterly abstractions that he called his “jungle pictures.” All of these groups take up fluid, complicated phenomena—phenomena that they, to varying degrees, render as a series of units that can be circulated in systems. And 48 Portraits does very much the same, offering a quantity of instances—of course, in a multiple of four—that roughly approximates the number of negatives in a contact sheet, the number of lines on a single sheet of A4 office paper, and the number of playing cards in a deck.58

On panels 30 to 37 of Atlas, we can see some 270 of the candidate images (already a subset of others he had considered) that Richter clipped from encyclopedias. In the finished work, however, the final forty-eight images appear almost as if they had been photographed in a single studio for a single occasion. Richter has bestowed upon all of them a uniform size and a fairly consistent ratio of head to frame. He has given them all more or less the same effect of poor-contrast printing. In the few cases where backgrounds were noticeable, Richter has painted these out in his homogenizing gray. In point of fact, this systematizing required little altering on Richter’s part, as his encyclopedia sources were already obeying a very strong normative form.

All the selected figures were born between 1824 (Anton Bruckner) and 1904 (Graham Greene); most are depicted in a state of respectably advanced middle age. They are European or American and, notably, while some are Jewish, they are all both white and male.59 Scholars have quite justifiably expressed alarm at the exclusion of women. (In other serial portraits, as we have seen, Richter pictured groups of women rather than men, but always emphasizing their ordinariness or anonymity.) And this is to say nothing of race, class, or geography. Richter, however, has said that “this idea of homogeneity” was very important to the project. The artist was deliberately borrowing the sociocultural exclusions endemic to Europe around 1972, precisely in order to produce a notably constrained and limited permutational system of authority.60 The work hardly mounts a feminist critique, or any other argument against social exclusion. It does, however, very much criticize systems of authority and knowledge per se, with a special interest in the existence of a constellation of individuals who—each for more or less one reason—are units in those systems.
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Fig. 123. Richter, Patrick Maynard Stuart Blackett, from 48 Portraits, 1971/1972 (CR 324-47).
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Fig. 124. Richter, Paul Hindemith, from 48 Portraits, 1971/1972 (CR 324-43).

Some of the portraits do stand out, if only to a rather limited degree: Albert Einstein and Oscar Wilde have well-known faces, and André Gide, Jean Sibelius, and Igor Stravinsky have striking ones. But the most identifiable people in Richter’s pool of candidates—including political figures such as Gandhi, Lenin, Lincoln, and Marx—were cut from the work, as were others who would have stood out visually: James Joyce, we imagine, was excluded for his hat, Henrik Ibsen for his beard. While some of the men included are very famous—Franz Kafka, Thomas Mann, Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky—others are decidedly minor figures: for example, the opera librettist Arrigo Boito, the philosopher Nicolai Hartmann, and the Belgian poet Emile Verhaeren. After installing the work in Venice, Richter moved Kafka away from a prominent place opposite the entrance: “Because Kafka is such a beloved figure and therefore too meaningful, I preferred the relatively unknown Blackett there.”61 The overall effect is one of anonymity, of the serial quality of fame and success, even of humanistic invention.

Just above, I referred to the group of portraits as a “constellation.” The term suggests a meaningful shape, rather than an interchangeable line of units. Sketches included in Atlas show Richter considering several configurations for installing the cycle, including one he describes as “aleatorisch” (random) and another that stretches an apparently endless row of canvases, like one thing after another, to infinity. Ultimately, the artist settled on arranging the canvases, as he had done with the nurses six years before, according to the angles of the faces: each man looks toward the center.62 This same organizing principle has been used—although in varying linear and gridded formations—for subsequent installations and publications. Interestingly, then, the units in 48 Portraits, unlike those in the color charts (or cloud paintings, landscapes, and so on), belong within what Richter identified in his sketches as a “Reihenfolge”—an order, if a somewhat variable one.

48 Portraits is a remarkably Foucaultian work of art—a painting of the structure of knowledge, specifically of the encyclopedia as corpus of significance. It puts pressure, that is, not only on the tradition of portraiture as person-knowledge, but also on the form of the encyclopedia as world-knowledge. Operating at the threshold of fame—by my subjective count, almost exactly half the figures are generally prominent—the work is about the encyclopedia as gatekeeper of significance. An atlas at least aims to collect one example of each type; an encyclopedia, covertly a project of judgment, does a much more tenuous kind of work, telling us which cases matter.63 It seems to me, too, that one undercurrent of the work is its wonder at the human desire to know the faces of prominent people, the wish to match the achievement to a single, iconic, repeatable appearance. And Richter’s inquiry extends not only to the epistemic functions of portraiture and the encyclopedia, but also to humanistic and scientific discovery itself. These forty-eight figures are all responsible for helping to shape human knowledge of the world, whether through discovery or representation—physicists, for example, as well as writers, and many winners of the various kinds of Nobel Prize. (Richter decided to exclude artists so as to preclude interpretations of influence.64) For Richter, systems are interesting because they are the basic structure of representation, the means of trying to make out the world. And he is well aware that the epistemic systems that underlie modernity are not those of centuries before: every one of his subjects was alive during the age of photography.

But these canvases do not refer only to the portrait photographs in encyclopedias. Their other major source is the long tradition of groups of painted portraits—notably the portraits of past directors in the hallways of schools, clubs, and hospitals, to say nothing of official portrait galleries of political leaders.65 Although Richter’s odd pantheon—unlike the cataloguing projects of August Sander or the Bechers—is not directly involved in the problem of types, it does teeter delicately between its balanced completeness and its suggestion of a potentially infinite string of further cases.

48 Portraits has at times been interpreted as a defiantly humanizing gesture. The prominent Richter scholar Dietmar Elger has written that the work “responded to the pavilion’s fascist architecture . . . [with] a humanistic frieze of writers, musicians, philosophers, and scientists.”66 A series of studio photographs shot by Richter himself offered a similar interpretation of this work’s traditional values, setting up the artist’s own head as a slightly transcendent version of the painted ones. In one shot the painter is the mirror image of the master writer André Gide (fig. 125). This humanist impulse in the work, however, is complicated. These may be great figures of human inquiry—newspaper articles at the time called them “Geistesheroen” and “Geistengrössen”—but they are rendered as a technologically generated, horizontal series.67 The studio photographs may assert the artist’s greatness, but they do so in defiance of the portraits’ overall grid scheme, and the resulting association with the indifference of the color charts. This is the work’s crucial ambivalence: it presents the great figures of human knowledge, figured as a technocratic database.

A closer look at the portraits would seem to bear out the antihumanist side of this interpretation. Unlike in snapshot photorealism, we do often see eyes in some detail, but with some notable exceptions—Wilde’s sadness, Björnstjerne Bjørnson’s intensity—these eyes are dull or opaque, pretty well closing off any robust sense of interiority (fig. 126). The work looks instead like a chart of the various appearances of white male authority, a mix-and-match matrix, if you will, of the relevant, narrowly variable phonemes: nose, facial hair, degree of baldness, presence or absence of spectacles. As you scan the field—just as you would a wall of Sol LeWitt’s shape permutations—you find that even your dearest figures are stitched back into a mathematical notion of humanity.68

If we are tempted to settle on reading the work as a firm argument against Romantic individuality, however, we ought to pause. Consider the complexity of Richter’s strong response to a question about his portrait painting in 1966:
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Fig. 125. Gerhard Richter in his studio, 1972.

DIETER HÜLSMANNS AND FRIDOLIN RESKE: You also paint portraits from photographs. In portrait painting, isn’t it desirable to know the sitter?

GERHARD RICHTER: Not at all. I don’t think the painter need either see or know his sitter. A portrait must not express anything of the sitter’s “soul,” essence or character. Nor should a painter “see” a sitter in any specific, personal way, because a portrait can never come closer to the sitter than when it is a very good likeness [wenn es sehr ähnlich ist]. For this reason, among others, it is far better to paint a portrait from a photograph, because no one can ever paint a specific person—only a picture that has nothing whatever in common with the sitter. In a portrait painted by me, the likeness to the model is apparent, unintentional and also entirely useless.69

We might see this remark at first as an attack on inflated ideas of individuality, but we ought to take care to observe what is not said. Note that Richter casts no doubt directly on the ideas of “‘soul,’ essence or character,” but rather only on the painter’s ability to represent them. Richter here is less a materialist than a skeptic. As such, we ought to say that 48 Portraits lodges its complaint not so much against idealist notions of the individual as against pictures: even the best painted portrait is an act of reduction (if also false augmentation)—a person rendered as one image.

It would seem that Richter, as he was considering this notion of greatness as data, was thinking not only of its visual (photographic and paint-erly) manifestations. On panel 38 of Atlas, he included a clipping of the encyclopedia biographies of each of the forty-eight subjects he had settled on. He arranged these text fragments in a grid, according to alphabetical order. They are short, and they identify the men’s creative and scientific achievements as a list of data points, expressed in sentence fragments studded with abbreviations. This is from the entry for Paul Hindemith:
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Fig. 126. Richter, Paul Hindemith (detail).

Hindemith, Paul [ . . . mit]. *Hanau am Main 1895, † Frankfurt am Main 1963, germ. composer; impt. music-theoretician and -teacher; counts as modernist groundbreaker; turn against major and minor modes; reordering of the 12 chromat. tones, the value of which he does not (like Schönberg) qualify but rather grounds in experimentally discovered laws; stresses the rational side of music; strict use of counterpoint; in the Opera “Die Harmonie der Welt” (1957) logical answer to expressive music; . . . sets himself apart in important theor. writings from mus. tradition (Gregorian chant, Baroque, Romantic) . . . ; num. operas (with his own libretti), orchestral works, chamber music.70

This rendering of a creative career as bullet points must have appealed greatly to Richter, providing a perfect textual match to the little photographic appearance beside it. These little biographies seek almost to articulate invention as a string of measurable units. They, too, present each life as a closed packet of recorded facts or units of appearance.

48 Portraits critically represents both photography and painting, but, as I have already been suggesting, it is also a harsh inquiry into the epistemic form of the encyclopedia itself. The encyclopedia, a long-standing precursor to the recording-machine epistemology, configures knowledge as a series of facts, systematically handling an array of topics including landscapes, cities, mechanical inventions, natural phenomena, artworks, and, of course, prominent people. Richter’s project rather dramatically visualizes the encyclopedia’s efforts to produce a false coherence—the violence that it does to the world in trying to make it all accessible in one place, in one way. The artist once explained to an interviewer that, for him, the form of the encyclopedia stood simultaneously for comfort and for that comfort’s falseness:

GERHARD RICHTER: At one time I used to find encyclopedias somehow comforting.

DORIS VON DRATHEN: Comforting in the sense of circumscribed and verifiable?

RICHTER: Yes, neutralized and therefore painless.

VON DRATHEN: And why do you say “at one time”? Don’t you need that kind of comfort any more?

RICHTER: I’m afraid it wears off.71

In the period of 48 Portraits, there were many German encyclopedias, and it is clear from the various fonts captioning his source photographs that Richter pulled his portraits from several of them. Prominent titles included Der Grosse Brockhaus, Das Bertelsmann Lexikon, and two editions of Meyers: Meyers Neues Lexikon, published in the German Democratic Republic, and Meyers Enzyklopädisches Lexikon, published in the Federal Republic of Germany. The standard form was an edition of about fifteen to twenty-five hefty volumes, each about fourteen inches tall. Around 1972, all these major German encyclopedias were heavily illustrated in black and white, with pictures appearing on almost every page (fig. 127). Such encyclopedias indexed knowledge not only as a series of facts but also as a system of appearances. In accordance to an unspoken epistemological imperative, nearly half of the illustrations were devoted to portraits.
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Fig. 127. Spread from Meyers Neues Lexikon, vol. 2 (Leipzig [German Democratic Republic]: VEB Bibliographisches Institut, 1973).

Before Richter got to them, many of these encyclopedia illustrations were already strange hybrids of photography and painting. It is obvious that in some cases an illustration was made, expressly for the encyclopedia, by hand-copying an existing photograph of the famous person. The results of such efforts were sometimes quite crude and very often had the uncanny look of being both handmade and photographic at the same time (see, for example, the portrait of the Austrian composer Ralph Benatzky at upper left in figure 127). Richter was clearly interested in the encyclopedias’ painterly transcription of photography: in preparing for 48 Portraits, he collected two different clumsy copies of the same photograph of Franz Kafka. When he made a full-scale photographic version of the completed cycle—which he immediately did and exhibited publicly in Cologne—he was only extending the confusion of photographic and painterly modes endemic to his subject.72

As a recent East German citizen, Richter must have been accustomed to thinking of the encyclopedia as a means of learning about a world in which he could not freely travel. And, after his arrival in the West, the falseness of any encyclopedia’s claim to neutrality would have been especially glaring to him, as the entries in East and West German encyclopedias were often quite different. The lengthy entry on the city of Berlin in Meyers Neues Lexikon, for example, offers no maps or demographic information on the western districts and indeed makes no mention of any landmarks or institutions in West Berlin at all. It refers to the Berlin Wall, in accordance with official GDR nomenclature, as the “antifaschistischer Schutzwall” (Anti-Fascist Protective Rampart).73

Such parochialisms accorded to entries on individuals, too, even to those Richter selected as subjects to paint. Meyers Neues Lexikon carried a much longer entry on the Romanian writer and communist leader Mihail Sadoveanu, for example, than the Western encyclopedias did, and even Hindemith was subject to rather different accounts on the two sides of the wall. Meyers Neues Lexikon indicates that the composer was forced to flee Germany because of fascism, while the entry Richter clipped, as we have seen, passes over the Nazi period entirely. The East German Meyers indicates that “Hindemith counts among the most prominent representatives of bourgeois music in the 20th c.,” while going on to clarify that “He was basically oriented against the decline of bourgeois culture, both against . . . egocentrism . . . and also later against the decadence of the avant-gardists.” Also unlike its Western counterparts, Meyers Neues Lexikon included another figure of the same name, the East German actor Harry Hindemith, whom it also represented with a portrait.74

For anyone who had lived in both Germanys, the encyclopedia—an authoritative compendium of the main things worth knowing—was an obviously dubious form. For an artist such as Richter, it was especially intriguing, divided as it was between photographic and painterly ways of knowing. In addressing the encyclopedia, Richter seems to have been especially intent on critiquing a mode of representation that was committed both to the soaring power of human culture and to the reconfiguration of that power as a series of data points. 48 Portraits cautiously indulges traditionally humanistic ideas of knowledge, even while bringing on a leveling seriality, a defiant claim that such notions are necessarily specious.

How, along these terms, would we compare 48 Portraits to 256 Colors? The color charts, and 256 Colors in particular, invite us to describe the world’s complicated phenomena using a grid of uniquely identifiable units. They are attracted to this factualist mode of description, but they also pronounce it false. 48 Portraits begins in much the same way. Following the encyclopedia itself, it imagines human history and culture as a compendium of fact units. It hybridizes these units, however, with the tradition of painted portraits. In doing so, it claims authority neither for painting nor photography, neither for the human spirit nor for the database. It longs for a resonant depth it does not believe in, and it accepts the camera only as an inadequate substitute.

With 48 Portraits, we could say, Richter clearly wanted to make something between photography and painting, between the recording-machine epistemology of the world as surfaces and the (equally hopeless) traditional humanistic idea of portraiture. Richter, like Chuck Close, made this effort from the position of recognizing that painted portraiture—one of the most serious modes of art-making for centuries—was desperately lacking in contemporary credibility. (Of course it still is—little seems as empty and airless today as painted portraits of sitting heads of state; I include Close’s Bill Clinton.) Richter also sees this condition as a horrifying, if inevitable, loss—one perhaps of world-historical proportions.75 Certainly he knows he cannot invent a way out. Modernity—the camera, at least, together with the sciences—has left our sense of humanity too firmly materialized.

If we compare the Hindemith painting directly to Close’s Phil (see fig. 72), we see in fact two very different kinds of anti-portraits, each one working rather differently against the Enlightenment-Romantic tradition. Close’s painting of Philip Glass is brimming with qualities that Richter has avoided: youth, contemporaneity, and cool, to be sure, but especially fixity and surface. In Close’s painting, we see sharp shadows, stray hairs—one almost has the feeling of seeing individual cells. Richter’s Hindemith, on the other hand, is elusive. His collar is blurred to the point of dissolution; the painting almost recalls spirit photography, the nineteenth-century darkroom practice of trying to produce credible visual records of ghosts.76 If we compare the Hindemith painting to its photographic source (fig. 128), we see that Richter has made the composer appear not only more physically ethereal but also less self-possessed, less present than he does in the photo-portrait. Both body and spirit have been made less accessible. Even the materiality of the photographic grain in the encyclopedia photograph is more secure than Richter’s largely concealed brushwork.

Close uses the camera to act against the tradition of the humanist portrait. Richter, by contrast, makes a hybrid anti-portrait that seems to act against both photography and painting. Close’s portrait replaces essence with surface; Richter’s replaces it with nothing. 48 Portraits, a kind of color chart turned to portraiture, proposes that it is not only nature but also humanity that is failed by all systems of representation.
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Fig. 128. Paul Hindemith portrait photograph, unattributed, detail of Gerhard Richter, Atlas panel 36: “For 48 Portraits,” 1971. Thirty-six black-and-white reproductions from encyclopedias on white cardboard, overall: 26¼ × 20½ in. (66.7 × 51.7 cm). Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus und Kunstbau München, Munich.

The great value of Richter’s art, this chapter has been arguing, lies in what it reveals about image systems—how they are used, what they claim, and how they fail. But what were the most salient or formative image systems in Richter’s world? We have seen that he was thinking directly of atlases and encyclopedias, both of which were well-established forms before the advent of photography. We should not forget, however, that Richter’s understanding of such forms was inflected by the predominant, and new, modes of visuality in postwar West Germany—television and, especially, the illustrated weekly magazine. Television was a fresh system of appearances, a representation of the whole world as a heterogeneous stream of images, endless and half-ordered. Although Richter rarely quoted television directly in his painting, we know that he was interested in the new medium; it had been a primary subject of his 1963 collaborative exhibition with Konrad Lueg, Leben mit Pop (Living with Pop). Television took a form that Raymond Williams memorably characterized as “planned flow,” in which “the real programme that is offered is [not an individual event but] a sequence.” Williams continued: “The pace and style of the newscast take some priority over the items in it. . . . The flow of hurried items establishes a sense of the world: of surprising and miscellaneous events coming in, tumbling over each other, from all sides. The events are caught as they fly, with a minimal and conventional interpretive tag.” If this heterogeneous system of lightly tagged items does not already sound like an apt description of Richter’s visual world, consider the similarity of his blurry and sometimes bluish paintings to the characteristic look of early television. Williams wrote: “Over much of the actual news reporting there is a sense of hurried blur.”77

Of all image-systems outside atlases and encyclopedias, the one that clearly figured most in Richter’s thinking was the illustrated newsweekly. Scholars have identified many sources of Richter’s 1960s paintings in the magazines Neue Illustrierte, Stern, and Quick—all of which were founded between 1946 and 1948, and which enjoyed huge circulations throughout the sixties.78 Together with Bunte, and Revue (tagged “die Weltillustrierte”), as well as the daily photo-tabloid Bild Zeitung, these represented a new mass form of world representation in the Federal Republic of Germany. As Williams points out, such weekly magazines, in turn built on the nineteenth-century format of the newspaper, were important forerunners of television: laid out in a “characteristic jigsaw effect,” they served as a “miscellany” of “items that were often essentially unrelated.” As Richter dryly put it, “People always want to be informed, so we need a daily diet of pictures that show us our reality in all its facets.”79

Richter’s mature work—the work he has catalogued—began by drawing frequently from these publications. We have seen the cases of Motor Boat and Eight Student Nurses; other subjects included advertisements, ordinary figures who briefly made the news, and public figures such as Werner Heyde and Queen Elizabeth II. In the years after his 1961 emigration from the GDR, Richter’s painterly imagination was formed by encyclopedias, atlases, postcards, family albums, and newsweeklies. These forms loosely shared a means of handling photographs, circulating them as appearance units in total representational systems.

Of all the artists we have considered closely in this book, Richter is the one most pessimistic about the promises of the recording-machine epistemology. He exhibits an especially strong nostalgia for the depth model that was painting before the advent of photography, longing for its promise of world coherence built on knowledge rather than through the sublime multiplication of mechanical eyes. On a drawing of the mid-sixties, he complained that we “see everything and comprehend nothing.” Years later he put it explicitly as a historical lament: “We have lost the great ideas, the utopias; we have lost all faith, everything that creates meaning. . . . We roam across a toxic waste dump [while] . . . consolations are sold.”80

Richter’s sense of loss, however, was far from simple. He has stressed repeatedly that he also finds all forms of idealism to be not only false but corrupt. Despite the desperate longings just cited, he has referred to the modern “absence of authorities, or god, or ideology” as “a good thing” and emphasized his “profound distaste for all claims to possess the truth.” He has insisted that “I am a materialist on principle.”81 Indeed, Richter is nearly a nihilist, if a rather mournful, even Catholic one. In his disavowal of belief, he outstrips Close, and even Richard Estes. Of the photorealists, Richter complained, “They really seem to believe in what they are doing.”82

Unlike the photorealists, Richter is not interested in the new shape of everyday materials after World War II, not even in the snapshot as their epistemological analogue. Rather, he wants to understand postwar photography’s systems of appearances—its promise, in the face of infinite complexity, of a systematic mechanical description. If traditional epistemologies of power functioned through the assertion of essential truths, by the middle of the twentieth century, a globally dispersed network of cameras, linked to easy printing, made possible the techno-capitalist epistemology that Richter recognized, and which it is the chief instructive power of his art now to reveal to us.

Three and a half decades after the pictures we have been considering, Richter made a group of six large abstract paintings titled Cage, largely in dedication to the American composer John Cage.83 The first of these, Cage (1), resembles an old concrete wall that has continually been subject to alternating waves of painting, wear, repainting, and more wear (fig. 129). Richter did in fact proceed through various stages of layering and scraping, and the result is passages everywhere that look like abrasions on a highway barrier or even like rips in poorly preserved film stock. The painting’s most obvious art-historical antecedent lies in Mark Rothko’s classic color field paintings of around 1950. Like Rothko’s work, although less thoroughly, this painting is structured by fields of indefinite color with hazy edges; note especially the single presiding band, near the top, of varying green-blue. At the same time, Cage (1) has a physicality foreign to Rothko, a material sense of scratching and erasure.

[image: Images]

Fig. 129. Gerhard Richter, Cage (1), 2006 (CR 897-1). Oil on canvas, 9 ft., 6 in. × 9 ft., 6 in. (290 × 290 cm). Private collection, on loan to the Tate Modern, London.

Cage (1) also communicates a delicate uncertainty about the agency of its painter. On the one hand, it looks rather neatly planned and laboriously executed; on the other, it bears the inevitable traces of chance and other physical laws. Even the most noticeable and memorable details of the painting—that horizontal stripe, for example, or the hard line just in from the right edge—could pass for accidents. Appearing at once made and found, it is abstract expressionism gently strained through the Duchampian readymade, midcentury painting with a diminished author. Such nimble ambivalences account for the painting’s ability to seem humanist and antihumanist at the same time, and to attract a correspondingly broad audience of admirers.84

It is not the question of human agency, however, that matters most to Richter. Cage (1), like the other art we have considered in this chapter, is preoccupied with the question of order—specifically with how much order it might credibly claim for itself, or for the world. Whatever blotching or shapeless staining we see in this picture, it is all matched by rhythm, by symmetries, and even by the suggestion of a grid. Note how fundamental it is to the effect of this painting that its more prominent lines vaguely mark out, with a nearly regular periodicity, something like a quiet, modified tic-tac-toe board: three major rows and five major columns. Richter stakes this painting, as he does many of his abstractions since about 1990, on the uncertain degree to which such ordering qualities can be read as natural. After all, the painting seems to say, symmetry and periodic repetition are phenomena everywhere to be observed in nature, if always in foiled and slightly unpredictable forms: think of the growth of ferns, or the patterns of igneous rock, or of animal migrations.

This is why the dedication to John Cage is apt. Cage often used carefully managed chance procedures to guide his placing of notes. Most famously, his work 4’33” (1952) was four minutes and thirty-three seconds in which musicians were to rest, allowing ambient sound to make the piece. In such works, Cage produced structures for loosely containing the nonsense of the world, and he remained methodically faithful to such structures, refusing to hedge their commitment to things as they are. Richter has repeatedly stressed his admiration for Cage and his “scrupulous” procedures: “He devised an ingenious system to build structures from dumb abundance [aus der blöden Fülle]. And he devoted even more skill to giving form to this succession of sounds. That is the absolute opposite of chance, nature and rubbish.”85 Cage, it would seem, found a means for credibly understanding reality’s “rubbish,” for representing it with a structure that nevertheless avoided the “violence” of imposing meaning or style.86 Richter’s Cage (1) similarly seeks to structure natural disorder just enough so that we can see it without claiming to have it under our control.

When, in the summer of 2000, Gerhard Richter saw a newspaper photograph captioned “First Look inside an Atom,” he felt that the picture—a very blurry and loose set of forms—offered what his biographer has called “a belated vindication.”87 He soon began a series of large works based on images of molecules—first large-scale oil paintings of silicates, and then, in 2004, a monumental photographic work for the de Young Museum in San Francisco called Strontium (fig. 130). This work, depicting strontium titanate, is thirty feet tall and comprises 130 panels. It shows endlessly repeating lines, in a cold black and white, of large, blurry spheres; each of these rows is flanked above and below by further rows of much smaller spheres, more closely spaced. Experienced in person at this scale, the effect of inexactitude is unsettling to the point of real discomfort. Standing close, one is consigned to a world without focus; only the seams between the panels offer a sense of real depth and slight physical certainty (fig. 131).
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Fig. 130. Gerhard Richter, Strontium, 2004. One hundred thirty C-print photographs mounted on aluminum, 29 ft., 10 in. × 31 ft. (910 × 945 cm). The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, foundation purchase, Gift of Diane B. Wilsey, President, Board of Trustees, Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, on the occasion of the opening of the New de Young Museum on October 15, 2005, in memory of Alfred S. Wilsey, 2004.6.

Strontium looks far more closely at the material structure of things than even the Detail paintings of three decades before. Its molecular microscopy, however, fails to give us any sharpness, and possession is as elusive as ever. When the basic structure of matter is pictured, it turns out to be far more ordered even than Cage (1)—a series of grids and networks. But these structures remain indistinct and indefinite, vindicating neither an idealist-essentialist nor a strictly materialist view of the universe. The possibility of a meaningful invisible reality—a set of rules or correspondences, indeed of truths—remains both vivid and uncertain. No wonder, then, that the canvas ultimately used for Cage (1) began in Richter’s studio as a molecular image painting, marked out with black lines on a white ground.88

Cage (1), like Richter’s work generally, belongs to the recording machine; it accords to that epistemology’s notion that reality amounts to a series of layered appearances, to be scanned by one scope or another. Richter even shot, numbered, and published process photographs of this painting, as if to prove this. At the same time, the painting insists that a science of surfaces is not enough—not only because those surfaces turn out to be opaque and meaningless, but also because they promise to give way into volume, into something that cannot be rolled out and recorded. Richter’s art suggests that we had better hold on to the idealisms we so thoroughly doubt: the recording machine says otherwise, but we will never describe our way to a better world.
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Fig. 131. Richter, Strontium (detail).


CONCLUSION

The Lasting Problem of Realism

This book has been an effort to interpret a major artistic preoccupation of the later 1960s and the 1970s. Conceptual photography, earthworks, photorealism, and systems art were among the many means artists used to try to understand their culture’s obsession with fact and with the systematic recording of appearances. As we have looked at this art, and at its apparent refusal to pursue deep truths, we have seen it prodding revealingly at a slew of questions about how to credibly represent contemporary reality. We have seen inquiries into what, within a photograph taken accidentally, might rise to the level of an important fact; we have seen a semi-mystical retreat into the apparent security of dry earth; we have seen an uncertain insistence that portraiture must consign itself strictly to the capturing of likenesses; and we have seen a critique of the most elemental systems used for organizing knowledge. The investigation of these and related artistic endeavors has been undertaken in hopes that they might teach us about the empiricism of modernity, and about its contradictory effects on contemporary life.

The factualist artists ridiculed the scientism of their day, even while courting its anti-idealism. If it seems that their efforts at demystification came dangerously close to adopting the ruthless rationalism of the modern global economy, we should remember that their projects were exploratory and ludic. Much of the art we have looked at navigated a narrow, undirected path between a nihilist materialism and a wry faith in the meaningfulness of that which cannot be seen. The reader might ask what abiding value still lies, if any, in this ambivalent antihumanism from half a century ago. If there is an answer, it certainly lies in these artists’ effort to build a viable mode of representation—a means of world-description that avoided both the grand pieties of the past and also the empty materialism of market thinking.

We still live in a culture of fact, but that culture has changed. Around 1968, information did very often take the form of a log or a list. Now, it is far more dynamic; it can be easily searched and reformatted, with a click, into new graphs and tables. And our recordings are both far more pervasive and far more accessible. While sitting at our desks—to take one relatively benign example—we can now instantly find a photograph of just about any block on any street in any number of nations around the world.1 The pressure to quantify, meanwhile, is as great as ever. Universities around the world are developing ways, often under pressure from politicians, to express numerically all the teaching, learning, and research that goes on; that which cannot be quantified becomes difficult to fund. Even baseball has famously been remade by statistical analysis.2

Despite all this, our contemporary sociocultural relationship to fact remains unstable, as it was a generation or two ago, and the concept of underlying reality has hardly been abandoned. Truth remains a particular fascination, at least in situations where it can be deduced from facts, such as in criminal investigations or in social-scientific and medical research. Meanwhile, we have hardly relinquished our lust for the punchy photojournalistic image (as the Pulitzer prizes reveal year after year), nor for the essentialism of Alpine or Rocky Mountain photo calendars, nor for the telling family snapshot. Photographs still use surface appearances to speak metaphorically of the essences of things, as they have always done.

Under these conditions, artists continue to face, if rarely explicitly so, the ongoing problem of how to approximate a credible realism—one that is neither idealistic nor superficial. Can art aid in a deep understanding of contemporary reality? Capitalist culture maintains several still-viable modes of realism, of course, including the (fictional) novel and the narrative film, as well as journalism, nonfiction writing, documentary film, and, of course, statistics. Avant-garde art, within and around this constellation, has plotted out a variety of its own currently viable forms, including neo-expressive and neo-abstract painting (pitched at unstable degrees of irony toward the representational efforts of those traditions), the “parafictional,” quasi-documentary, fictionalized memoir, and others.3

Art photographers since the 1990s have also been seeking to develop credible modes of contemporary realism. The artists working in this vein—many of whom produce large, tableau-like color prints—often walk a delicate line between asserting and undercutting the factual claims of their pictures.4 Jeff Wall, for example, whose 1970 self-description as only “somewhat more than just a ‘recording machine’” gave this book its title, has more recently been involved with “conceptualized realism” or “near-documentary.”5 In many of his photographs, which are exhibited as transparencies mounted in light boxes, the quality of manipulated realism is relatively straightforward: the artist has hired actors to stage a scene that looks almost as if it had been captured serendipitously on the fly. In the artist’s unpeopled photographs, however, it is difficult to say: Should we consider these pictures staged?

Cuttings of 2001, for example, is a demonstration of the camera as a technology for the laying bare of things: the scene is simple, ordinary, and planar (fig. 132). Good light, a fine camera, and high-resolution film have delivered an image that reports its subject precisely and completely. The thoroughness and tidiness of the picture, furthermore, double the meticulous pruning and bundling that the image documents. If the yard work has left some parts of the world ungoverned, the photograph takes care of the remainder. There may be a few loose pebbles and twigs, but the picture has got them down; we see a bit of moss, but its every formation is transcribed. The photograph is a latter-day apotheosis of the camera as recording machine—photography delivers the world to us, down to its minutest detail.
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Fig. 132. Jeff Wall, Cuttings, 2001. Transparency in light box, 45½ × 56¼ in. (115.5 × 143 cm).

But note how thoroughly Cuttings also undermines this sense of its own adequacy and totality. The world it shows us is anything but a simple landscape of found facts. On the contrary, the picture is shaped to its foundation by the invisible desire, laboriously enacted, to produce structure and meaning. Everything is cultivated: pavement, fence, just-permitted moss, and especially the titular cuttings tied in pink ribbon. There is nothing here that could be described as an elemental or simply factual reality, only a world forever actively under construction. The inert object world imagined by the recording machine fails to exist, no matter how precise our means for copying it.

The German photographer Candida Höfer works with similar interests. Her prints are even larger than Wall’s, even more relentlessly illuminated and precise. Her series of library photographs is especially committed to the two-step move of thrilling at the exhaustive recording of surface appearance, while also demonstrating the superficiality of such efforts. In Herzogin Anna Amalia Bibliothek Weimar II of 2004, for example, Höfer, like Wall, represents a cultivated landscape, one carefully maintained not only by its original eighteenth-century librarians but also by contemporary historical curators (fig. 133).6 The photograph emphasizes the willful organization of the library, indeed bursts with details demonstrating the inevitable limits of such work: the paintings on either side of the lectern hang at slightly different heights, a little metal bracket has been screwed into the base of the bust in the right foreground, scuff marks from shoes—a specialty of Höfer’s—mark all the sculpture plinths, and electrical cords are visible along the left side of the balustrade upstairs.

Höfer has expertly demonstrated that libraries, and especially old libraries, make a remarkable and touching subject for photography. The camera must dispense with the literature within a library, accounting for it only by its surfaces. Höfer’s Anna Amalia Bibliothek looks back on the culture of previous centuries with the eye of the technocracy, evacuating that past for a glory of surfaces. If it does this with a chilling lack of nostalgia, it also demonstrates in detail its own failure to enter into the old world that it levitates so brightly before us. The organization of the universe into a system of knowledge is a laborious and necessarily specious feat. Any library, indeed any representation at all, must both survey and believe.
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Fig. 133. Candida Höfer, Herzogin Anna Amalia Bibliothek Weimar II, 2004. C-print, 87½ × 70¾ in. (222 × 180 cm).
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CHAPTER 1 MACHINE
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13. Ed Ruscha quoted in Douglas M. Davis, “From Common Scenes, Mr. Ruscha Evokes Art” (1969), in Ruscha, Leave Any Information, 29.

14. Ed Ruscha (“information purposes”) quoted in John Coplans, “Concerning Various Small Fires: Edward Ruscha Discusses His Perplexing Publications” (1965), in Ruscha, Leave Any Information, 23; Matthew S. Witkovsky (“a wayward notary”), “The Unfixed Photograph,” in Light Years: Conceptual Art and the Photograph 1964–1977 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2011), 18; Jeff Wall (“an idiot”), “‘Marks of Indifference’: Aspects of Photography in, or as, Conceptual Art” (1995), in The Last Picture Show: Artists Using Photography, ed. Douglas Fogle (Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 2003), 43.
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23. Ruscha, “Information Man,” 55.
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27. The photograph of the second of these winding towers, at the Lady Windsor Colliery in Pontypridd, Wales, was printed with left flipped for right. See the proper orientation of this photograph in Bernd and Hilla Becher, Mineheads (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1997), pl. 25. For the Bechers’ use of the term “single-tier headframe,” see, for example, Lange, Bernd and Hilla Becher, 56.
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30. Thomas Lawson (“useless information”), from a 1981 exhibition review, quoted in Ladd, “We Had the Feeling,” 85; Bernd Becher (“All this”) in “The Music of the Blast Furnaces: Bernhard and Hilla Becher in Conversation with James Ling-wood” (1996), in Susanne Lange, Bernd and Hilla Becher, 192; Bernd Becher (“No sacred”) in “The Birth of the Photographic View from the Spirit of History: Bernd and Hilla Becher in Conversation with Heinz-Norbert Jocks” (2004), in Susanne Lange, Bernd and Hilla Becher, 208.

31. Lange, Bernd and Hilla Becher.

32. Hilla Becher (“a very beautiful”) quoted in ibid., 33; Hilla Becher (“nothing more”/“an exact”/“We undertook”), “Documenting Industrial History,” 184.

33. The phrase “The Music of the Blast Furnaces” comes from the title of an interview with the artists, which in turn was based on Bernd Becher’s remark that the couple found “a kind of music” when they hit on the idea of organizing their photographs into groups; “Music of the Blast Furnaces,” 193. Hilla Becher suggested that the music in question was “probably Bach rather than Brahms”; ibid. Thierry de Duve also draws an analogy to Bach in his essay “Bernd and Hilla Becher, or Monumentary Photography” (1992), trans. Gila Walker, in Bernd and Hilla Becher: Basic Forms (New York: te Neues, 1999), 20.

34. Robert Sobieszek, “Two Books of Ultra-Photography,” Image: Journal of Photography and Motion Pictures of the George Eastman House 14, no. 4 (1971): 12.

35. The other types the Bechers name are column guided, piston-type, and spherical; see, for example, Lange, Bernd and Hilla Becher, 62.

36. See, for example, the 1960s exhibition installation photographs in ibid., 64–65. The Bechers did not publish a grid of photographs on a single page until 1971, and then only as a key: Bernhard and Hilla Becher, Die Architektur der Förder- und Wassertürme (Munich: Prestel, 1971), 13.

37. Exhibitions include Anonyme Skulpturen: Formvergleiche industrieller Bauten, Städische Kunsthalle Düsseldorf (1969); Vergleiche technischer Konstruktionen, Galerie Konrad Fischer, Düsseldorf (1970); Vergleiche technischer Konstruktionen, Gegenverkehr e.V. Zentrum für aktuelle Kunst, Aachen (1971); and Bernd and Hilla Becher: Morphologies and Technical Constructions, International Museum of Photography and Film at George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y. (1972). See also the book, Anonyme Skulpturen. These words and other related terms (notably Grundformen) have been used in titles since, but the idea of comparing types seems to have been especially prevalent in the years around 1968.

38. Hilla Becher quoted in “Music of the Blast Furnaces,” 194. The artists often remarked that they sought to photograph structures that were “exemplary in type,” that represented “an object family or type in an ideal typical form”: Bernd and Hilla Becher quoted in Lange, Bernd and Hilla Becher, 53; Bernd and Hilla Becher in “Bernd and Hilla Becher in Conversation with Michael Köhler” (1989), in ibid., 187. See Sarah James’s subtle handling of related remarks in James, “Subject, Object, Mimesis,” 878–79.

39. The Bechers’ 1967 show, Industriebauten 1830–1930, originated at the Staatliches Museum für angewandte Kunst in Munich, and traveled to the Technische Hochschule Karlsruhe and the Deutsches Bergbau-Museum, among other locations. See Lange, Bernd and Hilla Becher, 221. The technical history in the 1971 book came in the form of two essays: Heinrich Schönberg, “Die technische Entwicklung der Fördergerüste und–türme des Bergbaus,” and Jan Werth, “Ursachen und technische Voraussetzungen für die Entwicklung der Wasserhochbehälter,” both in Bernhard and Hilla Becher, Die Architektur, 245–324 and 325–400, respectively. At my university, this book is shelved at the engineering library.

40. Fischer, untitled essay, Industriebauten, n.p. On the types of mining towers, for example, see Bernd and Hilla Becher, Mineheads (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1997), 5–6.

41. On the Bechers and Sander, see Lange, Bernd and Hilla Becher, 76–77, 82–83, as well as Vergleichende Konzeptionen: August Sander, Karl Blossfeldt, Albert Renger-Patzsch, Bernd und Hilla Becher (Munich: Schirmer/Mosel, 1997). See the artists’ own remarks on the topic in “Music of the Blast Furnaces,” 195; and “Conversation with Michael Köhler,” 190. The Bechers’ interest in Sander was no doubt reinforced by the fact that Sander was from the Siegerland, having been born in Herdorf, barely fourteen miles from Bernd Becher’s own hometown of Siegen.

42. Bernd Becher once remarked that he and Hilla approached their subjects as if they were individuals; Bernd Becher quoted in “Birth of the Photographic View,” 209.

43. For an account of the debate over the political meanings of Sander’s types, see Andy Jones, “Reading August Sander’s Archive,” Oxford Art Journal 23, no. 1 (2000): 1–22.

44. Alfred Döblin, “Faces, Images, and Their Truth,” in Face of Our Time, by August Sander, trans. Michael Robertson (1929; repr., Munich: Shirmer/Mosel, 1994), 7, 11. In an advertisement, the publishers of Antlitz der Zeit claimed that the book was built on Sander’s “infallible instinct for what is genuine and essential”; Jones, “Reading August Sander’s Archive,” 1. The debate Döblin outlines between realism and nominalism persists to this day in the philosophy of science, where it is more typically characterized as a conflict between realism and logical positivism. There, as in the historical debate, realism means something close to the opposite of what it means in modernist art: it proposes essences rather than denying them.

45. I extend thanks to Brock Rough, who helped me to see this quality in the Bechers’ series. Although Sander built his store of types for years, there was never any question of his seeking to photograph everyone in Germany. In contrast, the antihierarchical presentation of the Bechers’ work constantly proposes the (impossible) notion that they might just get every case, at least in certain regions of the globe. The Bechers have said that they “aspire to a certain degree of completeness,” but also that “you have to be careful not to use too many [examples]”; Lange, Bernd and Hilla Becher, 55; “Birth of the Photographic View,” 219.

46. Greg Foster-Rice, “‘Systems Everywhere’: New Topographics and Art of the 1970s,” in Reframing the New Topographics, ed. Greg Foster-Rice and John Rohrbach (Chicago: Center for American Places at Columbia College Chicago, 2010), 61.

47. Hilla Becher wrote in 1971: “Similar geographical and economic conditions lead to similar structures. . . . The economic structure of a region, the way minerals are deposited, and the kind of mineral involved, as well as the working conditions that result from this all culminate in the ‘style’ of the structure”; unpublished notes quoted in Lange, Bernd and Hilla Becher, 51. See also Bernd and Hilla Becher in “Interview by Susanne Lange” (2002), in ibid., 198.

48. The Bechers were included in many of the major early exhibitions of conceptual art. See the artists’ remarks about their relationship to conceptual art in “Conversation with Michael Köhler,” 191. See also Schröder, “Positionings”; and Stefan Gronert, “Alternative Pictures: Conceptual Art and the Artistic Emancipation of Photography in Europe,” trans. Jeanne Haunschild, in Last Picture Show, 86–96.

49. This last shot appears to have been made an hour early.

50. Andy Grundberg (“faith”), “Photography View: Stieglitz Felt the Pull of Two Cultures” (review of Alfred Stieglitz, National Gallery of Art, February 3–May 8, 1983), New York Times, February 13, 1983. See the discussion of Stieglitz’s Equivalents in comparison to John Baldessari’s Throwing Three Balls in the Air to Get a Straight Line (Best of Thirty-Six Attempts) (1973) in Robin Kelsey, Photography and the Art of Chance (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2015), 298–303. Kelsey suggests that the Equivalents were important to artists of the 1970s because they already “teetered precariously between meaning and nonsense, artistry and fraudulence”; ibid., 298.

51. Variable Piece #20 Bradford, Massachusetts, January 1971; Variable Piece #46 Bradford, Massachusetts, February 1971; Variable Piece #67 Bradford, Massachusetts, October 1971.

52. See Gordon Hughes, “Game Face: Douglas Huebler and the Voiding of Photographic Portraiture,” Art Journal 66, no. 4 (Winter 2007): 52–69; and “Exit Ghost: Douglas Huebler’s Face Value,” Art History 32, no. 5 (December 2009): 894–909. The Central Park work, Duration Piece #5 New York, 1969, is more complicated than this summary can suggest; for one thing, all ten of its rather lovely photographs could pass as successful modernist landscapes.

53. The objectivity of realism, Abbott added, is “not the objectiveness of a machine, but of a sensible human being with the mystery of personal selection at the heart of it.” Berenice Abbott quoted in John Tagg, “The Currency of the Photograph,” in Thinking Photography, ed. Victor Burgin (London: Macmillan, 1982), 111.

54. Douglas Huebler (“not . . . to . . . interpret”) quoted in Lucy Lippard, “Douglas Huebler: Everything about Everything,” Art News 71 (December 1972): 30; Douglas Huebler (“I prefer”), artist’s statement, in January 5–31, 1969 (New York: Seth Siegelaub, 1969), n.p. (Siegelaub’s publications are available online at primary information.org); Huebler (“I don’twant”), interview, in Norvell and Alberro, eds., Recording Conceptual Art, 140. Ruscha, echoing Huebler, remarked in 1972: “I didn’t want to be allegorical or mystical or anything like that”; Bourdon, “Ruscha as Publisher,” 41.

55. Douglas Huebler (“No ‘meaning’”), text of Location Piece #6 National, June 4, 1970, 1970; Huebler (“stripped of all”), text of Location Piece #2A New York City–Seattle, Washington, July 1969, 1969; Huebler (“Things . . . are only”), interview, in Norvell and Alberro, Recording Conceptual Art, 142; Huebler (“Reality does not,”), Douglas Huebler: Location Pieces, n.p.

56. Frédéric Paul is one of the writers to have noted Huebler’s interest in Robbe-Grillet: Frédéric Paul, “Douglas Huebler Still Is a Real Artist,” trans. Jonathan Bass, in Douglas Huebler: “Variable,” Etc. (Limoges: Fonds Regional d’Art Contemporain du Limousin, 1993), 29. Huebler invoked Robbe-Grillet directly in his untitled essay in Marianne Van Leeuw and Anne Pontégnie, eds., Origin and Destination: Alighiero E. Boetti, Douglas Huebler (Brussels: Société des Expositions du Palais des Beaux-Arts de Bruxelles, 1997), 134. Alain Robbe-Grillet, “Nature, Humanism, Tragedy” (1958), in For a New Novel: Essays on Fiction, by Alain Robbe-Grillet, trans. Richard Howard (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1989), 72, 71.

57. Douglas Huebler in Michael Auping, “Talking with Douglas Huebler,” Journal: The Los Angeles Institute of Contemporary Art 15 (July–August 1977): 38. Huebler remarked in the same interview: “I feel that there is an enormous amount of irresponsible filling of content into the events of the world and into the appearance of the world by most people. In other words, I am speaking against the irresponsibility of language.” The sculptor Donald Judd made strikingly similar remarks. See, for example, David Raskin, “Judd’s Moral Art,” in Donald Judd, ed. Nicholas Serota (New York: Distributed Art, 2004), 91. See also the discussion of the distrust of language in Chapter 2 of the present volume.

58. Douglas Huebler (“from some”) in “Concept vs. Art Object: A Conversation between Douglas Huebler and Budd Hopkins,” Arts Magazine (April 1972): 51. Huebler explicitly distanced himself from impressionism, expressionism, cubism, and other movements; see Huebler, interview, in Norvell and Alberro, Recording Conceptual Art, 141. Mel Bochner quoted in Tony Godfrey, Conceptual Art, Art and Ideas (London: Phaidon, 1998), 111.

59. That such details appear, underscoring the theme of photographic observation, might have been blind luck. After looking closely for well over two hours at the original prints, with help from two other viewers, I still feel unsure whether Huebler in fact made these images according to the random principles he claims to have followed. I wonder, too, whether he might not have shot a whole roll, from which he selected these ten.
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70. Abbey, Desert Solitaire, 209. Abbey observes at one point that it is more useful for navigation if desert landmarks are named, but concludes that doing so is a kind of abuse of their autonomy; ibid., 288–89.

71. Jorge Luis Borges, “Funes the Memorious (extracts), 1941,” trans. James E. Irby, in Vija Celmins, Contemporary Artists, 114.

72. Celmins also made an almost entirely eventless drawing in 1977 called Untitled (Snow Surface), which in turn recalls Huebler’s photographic record of ordinary snowbanks (fig. 40).

73. Borges, “Funes the Memorious,” 114–15.

74. Jim Lewis, “Night, Sleep, Death, and the Stars: Twelve Exercises in Honor of Vija Celmins,” Parkett 44 (1995): 33.

75. Celmins has said that even the ocean drawings that are sometimes taken to have a horizon (the ones titled Long Ocean) really only appear to have one; it is the relatively low position of the water on the paper that makes the blank space above look like empty sky. Celmins, telephone interview with the author.

76. To my knowledge, the only exception to this rule of source-uniqueness among the ocean works are drawings (such as Ocean: 7 Steps #1) that explicitly thematize repetition on a single sheet.

77. This review adds that this stance is a pose, one confused by a “romantic-escapist” tendency; Sarah Kent, “Vija Celmins, Drawing,” Studio International (July–August 1975): 83. Briony Fer has similarly written that “Celmins’ sense of the infinite is absolutely not transcendental or sublime but material and concrete”; Briony Fer, “Night Sky #19, 1998,” in Vija Celmins, Contemporary Artists, 102. Vija Celmins (“I don’t use”) in “Vija Celmins Interviewed by Chuck Close,” 14; Vija Celmins (“I don’t have”) in Celmins, telephone interview with the author.

78. Here I refer specifically to Courbet, The Wave, c. 1869, now in the collection of the National Galleries of Scotland, though Courbet made still further works depicting the same wave.

79. Eventless-ness ought to be understood as a key term of Celmins’s art. She once remarked, regarding her transcription of a photograph of the night sky, “I’m leaving out the comet because I can’t stand an event that exciting in there”; “Time” (PBS). However, there is at least one startling exception, a drawing, dated c. 1969 and sold by Christie’s in 2011: Sea Drawing with Whale, a typical Celmins wave pattern broken by the fin and back of a surfacing animal.

80. I say that the area appears large because of course one of the effects of these works is indeterminacy of scale; the wavelets in Untitled (Ocean with Cross #1) might have a height of four inches, or of only one. What looks like a difference of scale might be in fact a difference of weather. This drawing, too, has a pendant, Untitled (Ocean with Cross #2) of 1972.

81. On most of the sheet, one cannot make out individual hatches or strokes; an exceptional passage at center right is drawn a little more loosely and obviously.

82. Lines of white extend visibly beyond the edges of the depiction. It is Susan C. Larsen who identifies Celmins’s use of string: Larsen, “Vija Celmins,” 30.

83. The cross, she said, “flattened the surface more and destroyed the pictorial quality of the ocean. I liked it because it slowed the viewer down”; “Vija Celmins Interviewed by Chuck Close,” 45.

84. Colm Tóibín, “Taking My Time: From a Novel in Progress,” in Vija Celmins: Dessins/Drawings, 40. Tóibín later published this passage in “The Empty Family,” in The Empty Family: Stories (New York: Scribner, 2012). Robbe-Grillet is speaking here of how “the gestures and objects” of the new anti-humanist novel will function; Alain Robbe-Grillet, “A Future for the Novel” (1956), in For a New Novel: Essays on Fiction, trans. Richard Howard (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1989), 21 (emphasis in the original).

85. Bartman, Vija Celmins, 61; Princenthal, “Vija Celmins: Material Fictions,” 25; Vija Celmins: Drawings/Dessins, 156. Robbe-Grillet, “Nature, Humanism, Tragedy” (1958), in Robbe-Grillet, For a New Novel, 53.

86. Douglas Blau imagined someone writing letters about Celmins’s work and remarking that it “insists upon the primacy of its surface even though the power of its effects depends almost completely upon the promise of an unfathomable depth, the implication that something lies beneath or behind.” Douglas Blau, “Solid Air: Richard Archer’s Letters on Vija Celmins,” in Vija Celmins, ed. Judith Tannenbaum (Philadelphia: Institute of Contemporary Art, University of Pennsylvania, 1992), 41.

CHAPTER 3 SURFACE

1. We should note that this giant painting, at least in comparison to Andy Warhol’s archetypal art of surfaces, does keep up a flirtation with the deferred possibility of essentialist revelation. The photorealist dealer Ivan Karp wrote that Close’s paintings, because often of “‘interesting’” people, seem at odds with photorealism’s core concerns. He added, however, that the paintings “may be taken as a transmission of photographic information.” Ivan Karp, “Rent Is the Only Reality, or the Hotel Instead of the Hymns” (1972), in Super Realism: A Critical Anthology, ed. Gregory Battcock (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1975), 34. For related readings of art in this period as a photographic action against the notion of personal essences, see, for example, Johanna Burton, ed., Cindy Sherman, October Files (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2006); and Hal Foster, “Andy Warhol, or the Distressed Image,” in The First Pop Age: Painting and Subjectivity in the Art of Hamilton, Lichtenstein, Warhol, Richter, and Ruscha (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2012), 109–71. My review of Foster’s book appeared as “We Are Pop People,” Art Journal 71, no. 4 (Winter 2012): 119–22.

2. Chuck Close in “The Photo-Realists: Twelve Interviews,” Art in America 60, no. 6 (November–December 1972): 77; Linda Nochlin, “Realism Now” (1968), in Battcock, ed., Super Realism, 122. It is revealing, however, that Nochlin’s full remark suggests that she saw the pursuit of deep essence as a kind of reduction: the new realists, she says, “exclude any possibility of interpretation that would involve translating the visual ‘given’ into terms other than its own, or reducing it to a mere transparent surface for the all-important ‘something more’ lurking beneath.” One could add that the difference between the two portraits tracks the difference between the art made by the two sitters. Calder’s abstractly biomorphic mobiles render a credible mode for humanistic feeling in a modern age, while Glass’s shapelessly repetitive music rejects the quasi-narrative arcs of feeling associated with the history of classical music.

3. One hope, then, of this inquiry is to refine the important but limited characterization of art after the mid-1960s as a clear postmodernist rejection of the “depth models” of modernism. See especially the excellent and widely influential (but, in my view, inadequately dialectical) account in Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism: Or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1991).

4. In addition to Goings, Richard Estes and John Baeder were among those who often painted diners. No doubt they were drawn to diners because—as terrains of chrome and linoleum—they seemed to offer a just-right contemporary comparison to the Dutch taverns and French cafés in the history of painting. Winfried Fluck has briefly but expertly compared Nighthawks to Richard Estes’s Central Savings, a 1975 photorealist painting of a diner, observing that Estes refuses the depth and meaningfulness of Hopper, offering instead only surface appearance. Winfried Fluck, “Surface Knowledge and ‘Deep’ Knowledge: The New Realism in Contemporary American Fiction,” in Romance with America? Essays on Culture, Literature, and American Studies, ed. Laura Bieger and Johannes Volz (Heidelberg: Winter, 2009), 219–34.

5. Nochlin, “Realism Now,” 117, 116; Linda Chase, “Existential vs. Humanist Realism,” in Battcock, Super Realism, 82, 84, 87, 88, 92.

6. It is worth remembering that before the current, if fragile, English-language consensus around the term photorealism, roughly the same group of paintings was often categorized under such terms as Super-Realism, Hyperrealism, and even Radical Realism. Otto Letze has written that photorealism, a term invented by the dealer Louis Meisel, is now the consensus term in English and German, while hyperrealism remains dominant in romance languages; Otto Letze, ed., Photorealism: Fifty Years of Hyperrealistic Painting (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2013), 8–9. Udo Kultermann and Ivan Karp were among those who used the term radical realism (see Karp, “Rent Is the Only Reality,”), while Gregory Battcock’s anthology of related critical writing was called Super Realism (see Battcock, Super Realism).

7. Salvador Dalí quoted in Jean-Claude Lebensztejn, “Préliminaire,” in Hyperréalismes USA 1965–1975 (Strasbourg: Musee d’Art moderne et contemporain de Strasbourg, 2003), 43.

8. Audrey Flack’s remarkably early painting Kennedy Motorcade of 1964 could perhaps be called the first photorealist painting; see Eileen Guggenheim-Wilkinson, “Photo-Realist Painting” (Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 1982), 195. The topic of Eastern Bloc photorealism is a fascinating one. Made against the ground of socialist realism rather than corporate advertising, photorealist paintings from the Cold War East emphasize banality and contingency but appear to take as much interest in the weight of modernity as in its surfaces. The exhibitions East of Eden—Photorealism: Versions of Reality (Nikolett Eross, curator, Ludwig Museum, Budapest, 2011–12) and Through the Looking Glass: Hyperrealism in the Soviet Union (Cristina Morandi, curator, Zimmerli Art Museum, Rutgers University, New Brunswick, N.J., 2015) have begun to open up this field. Works by Tibor Csernus (Hungary, France), Jadranka Fatur (Croatia), Sergei Geta (Ukraine, Russia), and Marje Üksine (Estonia) seem especially ripe for close study.

9. Ralph Goings, interview, in Realists at Work, by John Arthur (New York: Watson-Guptil, 1983), 82.

10. Ibid., 88–89; Robert Bechtle in “Photo-Realists: Twelve Interviews,” 74.

11. Ralph Goings in “Photo-Realists: Twelve Interviews,” 88. Richard Estes put it this way: “I don’t like to have some things out of focus and others in focus because it makes very specific what you are supposed to look at, and I try to avoid saying that. I want you to look at it all. Everything is in focus”; Estes in ibid., 79.

12. The intersection depicted is probably Flagler Street at Miami Avenue, the very center of downtown. Note that, like Walt’s Restaurant by Ralph Goings, this painting takes its title not from the establishment in the foreground but from words that appear on a background sign (and which here appear a second time in reflection).

13. Estes had not always emphasized surface. As recently as 1967, he had been painting urban figure groups in a loose, realist style indebted to both Hopper and early Rothko as well as to mid-century illustration. Works such as Donohue’s (1967) reveal Estes in transition, just holding onto painterly modes of physical and psychological depth and embodiment. For reproductions and discussion of Estes’s earlier paintings, see especially John Wilmerding, “Biography and Early Work,” in Richard Estes (New York: Rizzoli, 2006), 29–49.

14. For accounts of Estes’s working methods, see, for example, “Photo-Realists: Twelve Interviews,” 78–79; and Guggenheim-Wilkinson, “Photo-Realist Painting,” esp. 238–53. Estes works from slides as well as (many) prints but says that—unlike Goings, Bechtle, and others—he does not project images directly onto the canvas.

15. Umberto Eco, “Travels in Hyperreality” (1975), in Travels in Hyperreality: Essays, trans. William Weaver (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1986), 7.

16. Lubin’s reading of Audrey Flack’s Strawberry Tart paintings is paradigmatic: their fidelity is matched only by the apparent artificiality of their subject matter. David M. Lubin, “Blank Art: Deadpan Realism in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Picturing America: Photorealism in the 1970s, ed. Valerie L. Hillings (Berlin: Deutsche Guggenheim, 2009), 53.

17. Dieter Roelstraete, “Modernism, Postmodernism and Gleam: On the Photorealist Work Ethic,” Afterall 24 (Summer 2010), http://www.afterall.org/journal/issue.24/modernismpostmodernism.and.gleamon.the.photorealist.work.ethic. Donald Kuspit, “The Real in Photorealism,” Artnet Magazine (2009), http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/features/kuspit/photorealism12-22-09.asp.

18. See also Jameson, Postmodernism, 32–34; and Jean Baudrillard, “La Réalité dépasse l’Hyperréalisme,” Revue d’ésthetique 1 (1976): 138–48. In a different but related mode, Hal Foster offers a short aside on photorealism. The art of Estes and others, he writes, is a failed “subterfuge against [the traumatic experience of] the real, an art pledged not only to pacify the real but to seal it behind surfaces, to embalm it in appearances.” Hal Foster, “The Return of the Real,” in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996), 141.

19. Richard Estes in “Photo-Realists: Twelve Interviews,” 79.

20. Roland Barthes, “The Reality Effect” (1968), in The Rustle of Language (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 141–48. Barthes’s chief argument is that the inclusion of seemingly superfluous or meaningless details in nineteenth-century fiction does not so much actually represent reality as announce or signify it. We could add that photorealism offers such reality effects to an extreme: Estes gives us nothing but an endless catalogue of meaningless detail. I owe thanks to Emily Conforto for suggesting to me this way of thinking about Estes.

21. I would suggest that such historical shifts may have belonged to rather different vectors in the histories of democracy and of capitalism, respectively: on the one hand, democracy was to become more lucid and responsive; on the other, corporate advertising was to penetrate boundaries between public and private in the name of a universal youthful informality. On such transformations, see, for example, Richard Sennett, The Fall of Public Man (New York: Knopf, 1977); Christopher Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing Expectations (New York: Norton, 1978); Thomas Frank, The Conquest of Cool: Business Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise of Hip Consumerism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); and Michael Schudson, The Rise of the Right to Know: Politics and the Culture of Transparency, 1945–1975 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2015).

22. Robert Morris (“literal”), “Notes on Sculpture, Parts I–II” (1966), in Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Gregory Battcock (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 224; Michael Fried (“grace”), “Art and Objecthood” (1967), in Battcock, Minimal Art, 147. Like minimalist sculptures, many of photorealism’s primary subjects—shop windows, tract homes, the metal shells of automobiles—are quite avowedly hollow. In this sense, both minimalism and photorealism mark out their clear difference from marble and even from most bronzes, as well as from the human body.

23. At Documenta, McLean again exhibited Mackey Marie, together with Rustler Charger and Gulfstream. The last of these was reproduced in the exhibition catalogue: Documenta 5: Befragung Der Realität, Bildwelten Heute (Kassel: Verlag Documenta, 1972), 15.36. I owe thanks to Alex Potts for drawing my attention to the work of Richard McLean.

24. “I wouldn’t own one,” McLean added, “if somebody gave it to me”; Richard McLean, oral history interview by Jason Stieber, September 20, 2009, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-history-interview-richard-t-mclean-15726. See also Karp, “Rent Is the Only Reality,” 28.

25. McLean, oral history interview.

26. McLean, oral history interview. After growing up in small-town Washington and Idaho, McLean studied painting at the California College of Arts and Crafts, under the instruction of Richard Diebenkorn, among others. For a time before beginning his animal paintings, he made collages and abstract expressionist paintings inspired by Kurt Schwitters as well as Diebenkorn; ibid. McLean’s dealer, Ivan Karp, wrote in the early seventies that each of McLean’s horse paintings required about two months of work; Karp, “Rent Is the Only Reality,” 28.

27. This history, and the quotation of the artist, are drawn from McLean, oral history interview. See also Meisel, Photo-Realism (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1980), 335–36. Meisel is among those who note that McLean’s magazine sources were almost always black and white; ibid., 335.

28. The horse, which twice won prizes at the Newmarket races, was owned by a Lord Bolingbroke, who likely commissioned this painting as a portrait; see Walker Gallery, Liverpool, “Molly Long-legs,” http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/walker/collections/paint-ings/18c/item-238509.aspx.

29. Equibase, “Horse Profile: Dializ,” http://www.equibase.com/profiles/Results.cfm?type=Horse&refno=4241433&registry=Q. Foaled in Kansas in 1966, Dializ lived most of her life there and in Oklahoma; records of the American Quarter Horse Association, accessed by telephone consultation, May 19, 2014. Her purse would have a value of approximately $47,000 in 2017. The horse’s name seems to have been confected by combining those of her sire, Johnny Dial, and dam, Quincy Liz. I have not been able to locate the specific source image for Dializ, but The Quarter Horse Journal in this period was loaded with photographs of just the kind McLean preferred. The publication—unlike the period’s short-lived upscale equestrian magazine Classic, which emphasized jumping, hunting, and dressage—was pitched to a practical Western constituency, with ads for auctions and stud services as well as trailers, feed, and anti-fungal products.

30. One could fruitfully study the naming of race and show horses, particularly for the relevant class dynamics. There are several formulas, serving variously to position the horses as blends of animal, person, object, and force or phenomenon. The names are cheeky (and usually percussive), and they often carry a tinge of the commercial or the industrial. The horses named in McLean’s titles include Rustler Charger (1971), Mr. Fairsocks (1973), Dixie Coast (1974), Peppy Command (1975), Diamond Tinker and Jet Chex (1977), and The Boilermaker (1977).

31. The profession of portrait photography is built on trying to undo this effect of the camera: the photo-portrait of Calder we considered at the opening of this chapter succeeds precisely because the sculptor’s emotional weight appears effortless and abiding.

32. McLean likely invented the yellow of the blouse, together with the other colors in the painting, while working from a black-and-white source.

33. McLean, oral history interview.

34. Ibid. In the same interview, McLean emphasized that he did not wish his paintings to reveal the essence of his horses, remembering with dismay a commission from the 1980s in which the owner “just thought I captured the soul of the horse.”

35. Alain Robbe-Grillet, “A Future for the Novel” (1956), in For a New Novel: Essays on Fiction, trans. Richard Howard (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1989), 21 (emphasis in the original). Robbe-Grillet also avowed that the world itself, despite our efforts to plumb its apparent mysteries, remains always a “smooth surface”; Alain Robbe-Grillet, “Nature, Humanism, Tragedy” (1958), in For a New Novel, 71.

36. McLean’s was one of ten lithographs commissioned from photorealists for Documenta 5. Various numbers of this print by McLean are shown under different titles; the Yale University Art Gallery calls its version Greentool’s Slow Gin. The Brooklyn Museum, the Akron Art Museum, and the Bass Museum of Art agree on the title I use here, however, and there was in fact a horse competing in Oregon in the 1960s called Greentree’s Sloe Gin. See “Horse Show Winners Listed,” Eugene Register Guard, June 7, 1964. McLean did also make some watercolors that more directly quote the American trompe l’oeil tradition; see Meisel, Photo-Realism, 362.

37. Michael Leja, Looking Askance: Skepticism and American Art from Eakins to Duchamp (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 125–52. Also, many of the surfaces pictured in photorealist still lifes, materials such as steel and glass, are things that should be looked at (or through) but not touched, for fear of fingerprints.

38. Greentree’s Sloe Gin was owned in the 1960s by Dusty Lake Ranch in Portland, Oregon; “Horse Show Winners Listed.” Other horses from that ranch in that decade were owned by Carolynn Ruehle; see Appaloosa Territory, “Foundation Appaloosas F-3401 to F-3500,” http://appaloosaterritory.com/Articles/foundation3401.html.

39. See, for example, Robbe-Grillet, “Future for the Novel,” 19.

40. “The Devil’s Bargain: An Interview with Robert Bechtle,” in Shared Intelligence: American Painting and the Photograph, ed. Barbara Buhler Lynes and Jonathan Weinberg (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 161; Documenta 5: Befragung Der Realität, 15.10.

41. Robert Bechtle, telephone interview with Eileen Guggenheim-Wilkinson, September 9, 1981, quoted in Guggenheim-Wilkinson, “Photo-Realist Painting,” 69. Bechtle has even gone so far as to say, “I have to be careful that they are really lousy photographs. . . . I also feel I must try to avoid a too candid kind of photography”; Bechtle in “Photo-Realists: Twelve Interviews,” 74. See also Meisel, Photo-Realism, 26.

42. Bechtle has said that he was trying, from early on, to see if it was possible to make modernist painting in a realist mode; “Devil’s Bargain,” 164.

43. I thank Emma Stein for suggesting this term to me. I say American photorealists, because some European photorealists also worked with figures frozen in a moment of ordinary action. See, most famously, the work of Franz Gertsch. Bechtle’s many paintings without figures, most of which picture parked cars, do not of course have the instantaneous quality that a moving figure lends to an image. Nevertheless, these paintings insist not only on a latent cataloguing imperative but also on the awkward contingency of the pictured circumstances.

44. In copying the car from the source photograph for ’63 Bel Air, for example, Bechtle appears to have left out the most notable dents. See Janet Bishop et al., Robert Bechtle: A Retrospective (San Francisco: San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 2005), fig. 14 and pl. 32. Like Vija Celmins, Bechtle has attracted reviews under titles emphasizing his work’s adherence to facts; see Richard Kalina, “Matters of Fact,” Art in America (October 2005): 130–37.

45. For Bechtle’s biography, see especially Robert Bechtle, oral history interview by Paul J. Karlstrom, September 13, 1978–February 1, 1980, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-history-interview-robert-alan-bechtle-12008; Guggenheim-Wilkinson, “Photo-Realist Painting,” 261–77; and “Chronology,” in Bishop et al., Robert Bechtle: A Retrospective, 182–95.

46. On his shame at using the projector, see Linda Chase, “More Than Meets the Eye: Vision and Perception in Photo-realist Painting,” in Hillings, Picturing America, 27. On Bechtle’s process, see Guggenheim-Wilkinson, “Photo-Realist Painting,” 272–75; and “Photo-Realists: Twelve Interviews,” 74. His method remains remarkably similar to this day; Robert Bechtle, interview with the author, April 28, 2015.

47. “Photo-Realists: Twelve Interviews,” 73–74.

48. Ibid., 73.

49. Bechtle has said that his family replaced the car in ’61 Pontiac with a Volvo (“Devil’s Bargain,” 161), but that car, to my knowledge, never appeared in his paintings. He also remarked that he has sought to make paintings featuring only ordinary, American cars; Paul J. Karlstrom, “An Interview with Robert Bechtle,” Archives of American Art Journal 20, no. 2 (1980): 16–17.

50. Bechtle painted the white in Anne’s eye despite the fact that it cannot be seen in the photographic print he painted from, and which he still keeps in his studio.

51. The painting was commissioned by the Department of the Interior on the occasion of the United States’ bicentennial, for a traveling exhibition of realist art. Bechtle has said that at first, “I couldn’t think of anything other than going to Yosemite or something,” but that the commissioning staff member suggested Palm Springs, in part because of the Department of Interior’s relationship to Native American lands there. Bechtle then traveled to Palm Springs with his family and began by making many photographs of pools and parking lots. It was only later that he selected this image—“just a parking lot where you got this view . . . toward the city of Palm Springs.” Bechtle, interview with the author.

52. See the discussion of the desert, and of Abbey, in Chapter 2 of the present volume. Nancy Holt, “Sun Tunnels” (1977), in Artists, Critics, Context: Readings in and around American Art Since 1945, ed. Paul F. Fabozzi (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 2002), 254. The citation is from Edward Abbey, Desert Solitaire: A Season in the Wilderness (1968; repr., New York: Ballantine, 1971), 155.

53. Bechtle’s watercolor from the same snapshot—made five years earlier—appears to lend the man a slightly jauntier and more contented appearance; see Meisel, Photo-Realism, 48.

54. In characterizing photorealism’s historical age broadly as a late modernity, I mean to emphasize that a long modern and capitalist orientation to surfaces—famously apparent already in seventeenth-century Dutch still-life painting—was intensified and altered in the age of plastics, snapshot photography, and prefabricated housing.

55. Bechtle has said that he does not recall Manet’s Exposition Universelle and that he was not consciously quoting the painting. Of his own work, however, he also commented, “I thought that the whole enterprise was related to Impressionism—the choice of subject matter and the necessity to be about what’s right now. And Manet was a favorite—Manet and Degas.” Bechtle, interview with the author. On the dynamics of flatness in Manet’s painting, see especially T. J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984), 60–66.

56. My identifications of these specific materials are tentative. I asked Bechtle if he was aware when he made the source photograph that the textures of these plastics would be important to the painting. He replied, “Oh, yeah. . . . In a very real sense the furniture was kind of the subject matter of the painting.” Bechtle, interview with the author.

57. Jeffrey L. Meikle, American Plastic: A Cultural History (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1995), 187, 265, 2.

58. Bechtle was born in 1932. Goings, McLean, Estes, and Close were born in 1928, 1934, 1936, and 1940, respectively. Jeffrey Meikle reports the industry’s claim that the “plastics age” began in earnest in 1979, when the volume (if not the weight) of worldwide plastics production outpaced, for the first time, that of steel. Meikle, American Plastic, 8.

59. Stephen Fenichell (“the victory”), Plastic: The Making of a Synthetic Century (New York: HarperCollins, 1996), 5. In his wonderful early essay “Plastic,” Roland Barthes put it this way: “Plastic, sublimated as movement, hardly exists as substance. Its reality is a negative one: neither hard nor deep.” Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Hill and Wang, 1972), 98.

60. Meikle, American Plastic, 7; Mike Nichols, dir., The Graduate (1967).

61. The quoted words regarding Mailer are Jeffrey Meikle’s; Meikle, American Plastic, 260–65, 243, 276, 257–58. Tom Wolfe, The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (1968; repr., New York: Picador, 2008), 292; this text is also cited by Meikle, American Plastic, 261.

62. We might think specifically of abstract paintings by Morris Louis, Kenneth Noland, and Frank Stella, some of which were in fact made with acrylic or polymer paints. These provide just one more demonstration, it seems to me, that late modernist flatness had many more social-cultural resonances than have so far been appreciated. Sarah Rich, Past Flat: Other Sides to American Abstraction in the Cold War, is forthcoming from University of California Press.

63. Bechtle, oral history interview.

64. I thank Claire Brandon for a conversation with me about film and plastics. See also Jeff Wall, “Photography and Liquid Intelligence” (1989), in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interviews (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2007), 109–10. I think surface has much to do with what Richard Estes must have had in mind when he remarked that he and his fellow photorealists were distinguished by the fact that “we see things photographically”; Estes in “Photo-Realists: Twelve Interviews,” 79.

65. The man is Bechtle’s father-in-law. The painting was based on a snapshot made at the house of Nancy Bechtle’s brother in Watsonville, California. Two further paintings, Watsonville Olympia and Watsonville Patio, were based on snapshots made at the same occasion; Bechtle, interview with the author.

66. Bechtle, oral history interview. Bechtle’s 1966 painting Hoover Man depicts a vacuum salesman.

67. Ibid. Of his work overall, Bechtle once said, “It deals with a very middle-class lifestyle”; Bechtle in “Photo-Realists: Twelve Interviews,” 74.

68. I owe thanks to an anonymous audience member who pointed out these qualities in Sacramento Montego during the discussion period of a panel on which I spoke about Bechtle: “The Present Prospects of Social Art History,” convened by Anthony Grudin and Robert Slifkin for the 102nd annual conference of the College Art Association, Chicago, February 14, 2014.

69. The painting also declines to indicate any specific racial or ethnic identity for the man. According to a directory from the period, the lawn pictured in the foreground here belonged to Raymond Coyle, while other people on the same block—in keeping with San Francisco’s (growing) diversity in the period—had Irish, Italian, Greek, Asian, and Spanish last names; 1978 San Francisco City Directory (Dallas: R. L. Polk, 1978). Bechtle had noticed these houses, at 55–75 Benton Avenue, while driving on the adjacent freeway; Robert Bechtle, email to the author, May 29, 2015.

70. James Monte, “San Francisco,” Artforum (October 1966): 57. Monte went on to curate one of the first museum exhibitions to include photorealist painting: James Monte, 22 Realists (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1970).

71. For one example of the use of these terms, see Joshua Shirkey, “Roses” (text before pl. 25), in Bishop et al., Robert Bechtle: A Retrospective.

72. The quoted phrases are drawn from four reviews, all of which were brought to my attention by Katherine Jane Hauser, “Something Happened: A Cultural History of Photorealism” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, Los Angeles, 1996); John Russell (“simian mimesis”/“moral anesthesia”), “An Unnatural Silence Pervades Estes Paintings,” New York Times, May 25, 1974; Robert Hughes (“almost unimaginably”), “The Realist as Corn God,” Time, January 31, 1972, 50; Barbara Rose (“incredibly dead”/“quality of deadness”), “Treacle and Trash,” New York Magazine, May 27, 1974, 80; and Vivien Raynor (“menacing”), “Art: While Waiting for Tomorrow,” New York Times, December 23, 1977. Revealingly, these attacks verged into social condescension about photorealism’s collectors, calling them “people who resent the difficulty of fine art” (Russell, “Unnatural Silence”) and “philistines [who] have finally begun to buy what they really like” (Rose, “Treacle and Trash,” 80).

73. Estes’s figureless streetscapes might be understood, for example, as embodying a conservative fantasy of a city relieved of the difficulty of its many people. I once heard an audience erupt into applause after Estes commented, “I don’t think [art] should have political content. I don’t have any political meaning whatsoever” (Richard Estes, interview by Patterson Sims, October 10, 2014, Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C.). Ironically, for all the anithumanism in Estes’s paintings, the critical literature on his work is often at pains to connect it to the tradition of the Old Masters. On the odd marriage in Estes’s work between the inhuman and the masterful, see the turns of phrase in John Perreault, “Richard Estes,” in Richard Estes: The Complete Paintings 1966–1985, ed. Louis K. Meisel (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1986), esp. 11, 22, 28, and 31.

74. The photograph was made in front of a house owned by Bechtle’s brother and sister-in-law; Bechtle, interview with the author.

75. Robert Bechtle (“I have always”), statement, dated September 1973, in Meisel, Photo-Realism, 27 (Bechtle also wrote here of “the information” in photographs); Robert Bechtle (“I had a sense”) in Karlstrom, “Interview with Robert Bechtle,” 14 (emphasis in the original).

76. Warhol shot about five hundred Screen Tests between 1964 and 1966. The reels are one hundred feet long. Each took less than three minutes to shoot, but, when screened in slow motion, as intended, they are about four minutes long. See Hal Foster’s account of these (Foster, “Andy Warhol, or the Distressed Image,”) as well as my review of that account (Shannon, “We Are Pop People”).

77. Of all the writers on photorealism, it is Jean-Claude Lebensztejn who has gotten closest to articulating the movement’s complicated relationship to antihumanism at the end of the 1960s. Lebensztejn points out that photorealism (hyperréalisme, in his vocabulary) is a realism made under the influence of minimalism and conceptual art. On the one hand, like the nouveau roman and poststructuralist criticism, it is anithumanist. On the other, it is deeply committed to painting, and to that which cannot be copied. Lebensztejn, “Préliminaire,” 21–43. In a similar vein two decades earlier, John Perreault wrote of Chuck Close, “The plain fact is that whether Close intended it or not, he is both a minimalist/conceptualist and a realist”; Perreault, “On Chuck Close,” in Chuck Close (New York: Pace Gallery, 1983), n.p.

78. Observing that an artist has less control over watercolor than over oil paint, Bechtle has remarked, “That triggers a connection with interior feelings”; Bechtle, interview with the author. Since about the mid-1990s, Bechtle has occasionally allowed some of his watercolors to return to an especially expressive vocabulary. A few even come across as essentialist nuggets, aiming to capture the truth of European hill towns; see Robert Bechtle: Plein Air (San Francisco: Paule Anglim, 2007). Also, a few—though certainly not all—of Bechtle’s more recent self-portraits exhibit something of a traditional self-possession, if a rather recondite one; see Linda Nochlin, Robert Bechtle (New York: Gladstone, 2006). “There’s an emotional content to some of the more recent paintings,” Bechtle has said. “There’s a point at which you ask yourself the question of whether you should do such and such, and the earlier answer is, no, you shouldn’t do it, and then you reach a certain stage where you think, ‘Oh, what the heck, do whatever you want’”; Bechtle, interview with the author.

CHAPTER 4 SYSTEM

Gerhard Richter (“Picturing things”; 1962) in Hans-Ulrich Obrist, ed., Gerhard Richter: The Daily Practice of Painting—Writings and Interviews 1962–1993, trans. David Britt (London: Thames and Hudson, 1995), 11.

1. Richter’s painting in the mid-1960s was clearly indebted to Warhol, though Motor Boat is probably more closely related to the work of photorealist Malcolm Morley than to that of any other major painter in the period. See the source advertisement—which ran in 1965 in Stern, among other publications—in Dietmar Elger, ed., Gerhard Richter: Catalogue Raisonné (Dresden: Gerhard Richter Archiv, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden, 2011), 1:184.

2. Gerhard Richter (1989) in Obrist, ed., Daily Practice, 181; translation slightly altered using the German in Dietmar Elger and Hans-Ulrich Obrist, eds., Gerhard Richter: Text 1961 bis 2007 (Cologne: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther König, 2008), 223. Over years of interviews and writing, Richter has drawn continually, if obliquely, on the German philosophical tradition of investigating the dialectics between the apparent and the real. On this occasion, he added, remarkably, “Painting concerns itself, as no other art does, exclusively with appearance (I include photography of course).”

3. Gerhard Richter (“What is good”; 1986) in Obrist, ed., Daily Practice, 165; Gerhard Richter (“A photograph is taken”; 1964–65) in ibid., 31.

4. The source image appears on panel 8 of Richter’s giant image-collection artwork, Atlas. Atlas has been published several times; see, for example, Gerhard Richter, Atlas, ed. Helmut Friedel (Cologne: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther König, 2006).

5. Richter painted from photographs of women grouped by profession in Nurses and Swimmers, both of 1965. I owe thanks to Susan Pearson for her very useful discussion with me on modern identity documents; her forthcoming book is called Registering Birth: Population and Personhood in United States History.

6. The credit shown on the source image is simply “AP.” The eight canvases have been photographed in various arrangements, but a similar overall organization by orientation of glance toward the center has, to my knowledge, always been observed.

7. Systemic Painting (New York: Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 1966); Jack Burnham, “Systems Esthetics,” Artforum (September 1968): 31 (emphasis in the original). The Guggenheim exhibition included recent abstract paintings devoted to color fields or to modularity, while Burnham’s article was concerned largely with what we would now call minimalist sculpture (work by Dan Flavin, Donald Judd, Robert Morris, and others) while attempting to place it in the context of contemporary political and economic discourse. The Whitechapel Gallery in London also mounted a 1972 exhibition called Systems.

8. Kynaston McShine, ed., Information (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1970). The works published in the catalogue were in many cases different from those displayed in the exhibition. McShine himself also included a group of photographs near the end of the catalogue representing a wild heterogeneity of subjects, including the surface of Mars, the Great Wall of China, a group of Black Panthers, and several twentieth-century artworks. The authorship of Newspaper is documented in “Kynaston McShine ‘Information’ Exhibition Research,” 1970, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York.

9. Rosalind E. Krauss, “Lewitt in Progress” (1977), in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1985), 244–58; Sol LeWitt, “Sentences on Conceptual Art” (1968), in Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999), 106. Years later, Richter would make an artist’s book called War Cut, organized on a LeWittian scheme of permutations; LeWitt’s work, too, was sometimes quite like Richter’s Atlas, as in his works Photogrids and Autobiography, the latter of which reproduces over one thousand photographs, organized in grids, of detail after detail of his loft apartment.

10. Paul Potter quoted in Howard Brick, Age of Contradiction: American Thought and Culture in the 1960s (New York: Twayne, 1998), 132; see also Brick’s Chapter 6, “Systems and the Distrust of Order.”

11. For a history of systems theory, see James Gleick, The Information: A History, a Theory, a Flood (New York: Pantheon, 2011), esp. Chapter 11, “Into the Meme Pool,” which treats the “informational turn” in many disciplines around 1960.

12. Mel Bochner, “Serial Art, Systems, Solipsism” (orig. 1967, rev.), in Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Gregory Battcock (1968; repr., Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 99, 92–93, 102. Interestingly for our purposes, Bochner ended the essay by insisting that “things” are “not . . . sacred” but instead “probably . . . autonomous and indifferent.”

13. Douglas Huebler (“Reality”), artist’s statement, Douglas Huebler: Location Pieces, Site Sculpture, Duration Works, Drawings, Variable Pieces (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts; Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston, 1972), n.p.; Huebler (“whatever”), text of Duration Piece #4 New York City, February 1969; Huebler (“I set up”), interview by Patricia Norvell, July 25, 1969, in Recording Conceptual Art, ed. Patricia Norvell and Alexander Alberro (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 147. Two similar remarks may be found among the artist statements that Huebler provided to Kynaston McShine in advance of the 1970 Information exhibition; “Kynaston McShine ‘Information’ Exhibition Research.” The first of these was later published: “In a number of works I . . . [bring] ‘appearance’ into the foreground of the piece and then [suspend] the visual experience of it by having it actually function as a document that exists to serve as a structural part of a conceptual system”; Douglas Huebler: Location Pieces, n.p.

14. Douglas Huebler in Irmeline Lebeer, “Douglas Huebler: Le Monde en Jeu” (interview), Chroniques de l’art vivant (April 1973): 23 (translation mine).

15. Richter wrote that the great benefit of working from photography was that “the camera does not apprehend objects: it sees them.” While “‘freehand drawing’” aims for “apprehension,” tracing from a projected photograph allows one to “bypass this elaborate process of apprehension,” and to avoid the “fraud” of believing one has made sense of the object world; Gerhard Richter (1964–65) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 35. The concept here translated as “to apprehend” is erkennen; Gerhard Richter: Text, 32.

16. Richter made this remark about landscape in 1970; Gerhard Richter in Obrist, Daily Practice, 64. For Richter’s remarks on the importance to him of minimalism and the readymade, see ibid., 101, 142, 218. Four of Richter’s Tenerife photographs are grouped together at the artist’s official archive as sources for this and two other closely related landscapes, though none of them seems an exact source. The one that looks most like this painting depicts rocks in the foreground that in the final painting look more like a mid-ground mountain range; Gerhard Richter Archiv, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden.

17. Although not much interested in the desert, per se, Richter made two large-scale paintings of the surface of the moon in 1968 that are strikingly similar to the Vija Celmins lunar landscapes that we considered in Chapter 2: centrally placed landscape details stand out as vaguely significant, only to be obscured and diffused into the overall field. On Richter’s landscapes, see especially Jean-Philippe Antoine, “Photography, Painting, and the Real: The Question of Landscape in the Painting of Gerhard Richter,” in Gerhard Richter, essay trans. Warren Niesluchowski (Paris: Dis Voir, 1995), 53–89.

18. The blur in Richter’s photo-paintings has many effects, even contradictory ones. In addition to those meanings I have already emphasized in this chapter, Richter’s blur also suggests mystical essentialism, as well as both unfocused photography and loose painting. It can suggest warm nostalgia as well as horror and death; it can soothe as well as disrupt and frustrate. On blur in Richter, see especially Gertrud Koch, “The Richter Scale of Blur,” October 62 (Fall 1992): 133–42.

19. This building is similar in style to the Berlin headquarters buildings of both the S.S. and the Stasi, but its specific identity, to my knowledge, has never been located by scholars. Richter’s inscription on the reverse reads only “Verwaltungsgebäude Mitte ’64.” The artist did once say of this painting, around the time of the fall of the Berlin Wall, “This is a very banal object. Looking back on it now, it does remind you in a certain way of the type of buildings in the German Democratic Republic put up by the party”; Elger, Gerhard Richter: Catalogue Raisonné, 1:118. I suspect this building, and others like it, may have an unknown specific significance for the artist. It appears that the source photograph, which Richter included in Atlas panel 5, was taken by the artist himself (or by a family member) rather than found in the media.

20. These concerns of Richter’s parallel Douglas Huebler’s investigation of evidentiary photography, which we considered in Chapter 1. Both artists put pressure on the form and structure of crime photographs, and both of them do so with special attention to the blurring endemic to the genre. Consider that, as a Cold War migrant, Richter would have had an especially intense relationship to the hazy photographs of the Cuban Missile Crisis. On Richter and the Cold War, see especially John J. Curley, A Conspiracy of Images Andy Warhol, Gerhard Richter, and the Art of the Cold War (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2013).

21. Richter similarly published UFO, Photographed with Polke on March 6, 1968, in the exhibition catalogue Gerhard Richter (Aachen: Gegenverkehr, Zentrum für Aktuelle Kunst, 1969), n.p.

22. A copy of the source photograph for this painting may be consulted in the Gerhard Richter Archiv. Other photographs in the Gerhard Richter Archiv show Detail paintings together in Richter’s studio with Teide landscape paintings.

23. Some of these details are shot from oblique angles, producing the vague effect of desert or lunar landscapes. Indeed, we could call 128 Details Richter’s version of Ruscha et al.’s Royal Road Test; rather than a typewriter in the desert, it is oil on canvas that loosely serves as the crime scene. Gerhard Richter, 128 Details from a Picture (Halifax, 1978), Nova Scotia Pamphlets 2, ed. Benjamin H. D. Buchloh (Halifax: Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1980).

24. On Huebler’s work with clouds, see Chapter 1 of the present volume. See also Alice Aycock’s Cloud Piece of 1971 and Peter Hutchinson’s Dissolving Clouds, which are reproduced in Lucy R. Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966–1972 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), 153 and 203, respectively.

25. See also Atlas panels 203–352, 327–31. On Richter’s clouds as figures of happenstance, see Johannes Stückelberger, “Der Himmel als Zufall—Gerhard Richter,” in Wolkenbilder. Deutungen des Himmels in der Moderne (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 2010), 301–65.

26. Internationaler Atlas der Wolken und Himmelsansichten (Paris: Office Nationale Meteorologique, 1932). See also Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison’s excellent scientific-epistemic history, Objectivity, 2nd ed. (New York: Zone, 2010), 373.

27. John Constable’s famous oil studies are likewise both systematic and expressive. The similar Cloud Studies of the Norwegian Romantic painter Johan Christian Clausen Dahl, some of which were made in Dresden, were likely known to Richter. See Gundula Sibylle Caspary, “Kuckuckseier: Gerhard Richter und Seine Landschaften” (Ph.D. diss., Rheinische Friedrich-Wihelms-Universität zu Bonn, 2007), 143, 188–89. I owe thanks also to Betsy Johnson, who did excellent work on Richter’s clouds in a graduate seminar I taught in 2009.

28. Gerhard Richter (1964–65) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 35, 39 (emphasis mine). Richter here sounds almost to be quoting Jorge Luis Borges’s story “Funes the Memorious,” discussed in Chapter 2 of the present volume. In 1972, the artist added, “I just think we distort and cut ourselves off from a lot of things by having a name for everything; we have been too ready to define reality and then treat it as done with”; Obrist, Daily Practice, 68. A Passage from Karl Ove Knausgaard could serve as one gloss on Richter’s cloud paintings: “Hardly a day passed without the sky being filled with fantastic cloud formations, each and every one illuminated in unique, never-to-be repeated ways. . . . If the various formations had had some meaning, if, for example, there had been concealed signs and messages for us which it was important we decode correctly, unceasing attention to what was happening would have been inescapable and understandable. But this was not the case of course, the various cloud shapes and hues meant nothing, what they looked like at any given juncture was based on chance, so if there was anything the clouds suggested it was meaninglessness in its purest form.” Karl Ove Knausgaard, My Struggle, trans. Don Bartlett (Brooklyn: Archipelago, 2012), 1:379.

29. Dietmar Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life in Painting, trans. Elizabeth M. Solaro (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2009), 46, 169. Richter had been informally cataloguing his work, using grids of small photographs, since at least 1961; Curley, Conspiracy of Images, 104–5.

30. Gerhard Richter, vol. 3, Werkübersicht/Catalogue Raisonné, 1962–1993 (Bonn: Kunst- und Ausstellungshalle der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 1993); Gerhard Richter: Catalogue Raisonné, 1993–2004 (Düsseldorf: Richter Verlag, 2005); Dietmar Elger, ed., Gerhard Richter: Catalogue Raisonné (Dresden: Gerhard Richter Archiv, 2011–). Hubertus Butin and Stefan Gronert, eds., Gerhard Richter: Editionen 1965–2004 (Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz, 2004); Hubertus Butin, Gerhard Richter, Editions 1965–2013 (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2014); Dieter Schwarz, Gerhard Richter: Zeichnungen 1964–1999, Werkverzeichnis (Winterthur: Kunstmuseum Winterthur, 1999); Gerhard Richter Archiv. See also the unillustrated catalogues raisonnés in Gerhard Richter: 11.6–1.10.1972, 36. Biennale di Venezia, Padiglione Tedesco (Essen: Museum Folk-wang, 1972); and Gerhard Richter: Bilder, 1962–85 (Cologne: DuMont, 1986).

31. It is not impossible to imagine that one could do so, however: some recent database designers have tried to index intangibles—the mood of a song, for example—by tagging measurable characteristics, such as tempo, instrumentation, mode (major or minor), and gender of singer.

32. Stefan Gronert writes that Richter began consciously collecting photographs in 1964, began assembling Atlas in 1967, and first exhibited the work in 1970: Stefan Gronert, “Alternative Pictures: Conceptual Art and the Artistic Emancipation of Photography in Europe,” essay trans. Jeanne Haunschild, in The Last Picture Show: Artists Using Photography, 1960–1982, ed. Douglas Fogle (Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 2003), 91; Stefan Gronert, “Bild-(Re)Produktionen: zum Stellenwert der Fotografie im Werk von Gerhard Richter,” in Butin and Gronert, Gerhard Richter: Editionen, 88. Other authors have given other dates across the decade for these developments.

33. As Atlas became less eclectic in its subjects and sources, it also adopted a more formal grid arrangement. Whereas the early panels float the images loosely in white space, as one commonly sees in a family album, each of the later pages generally contains images of a single size.

34. Gerhard Richter in Dietmar Elger and Helmut Friedel, Gerhard Richter: Atlas (2012), video, https://www.gerhard-richter.com/en/videos/exhibitions/gerhard-richter-atlas-54.

35. Cities in panel 110 (fig. 113) include Aachen, Augsburg, Bochum, Bremen, and Hamburg.

36. Richter has commented that he found the title Atlas “schlagkräftig” (“punchy” or “catchy”); Gerhard Richter in Elger and Friedel, Gerhard Richter: Atlas.

37. Daston and Galison, Objectivity, 23, 122.

38. Ibid., 26; Denis Wood, “Pleasure in the Idea/The Atlas as Narrative Form,” Cartographica 24, no. 1 (Spring 1987): 34; Donald Judd, “Specific Objects” (1965), in Donald Judd: Complete Writings, 1959–1975 (Halifax: Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1975), 184. I owe thanks to Kate Palmer Albers, who discusses Wood in relationship to Richter’s Atlas: Kate Palmer Albers, Uncertain Histories: Accumulation, Inaccessibility and Doubt in Contemporary Photography (Oakland: University of California Press, 2015), 62–63.

39. Perhaps the closest antecedent to Richter’s Atlas is the art historian Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne, a heterogeneous “atlas of images,” incomplete at Warburg’s death in 1929, that includes reproductions of works of art, old scientific diagrams, and even newspaper photographs. Richter’s project is less historical and more haphazardly organized that Warburg’s, and it does not demonstrate the same critical-investigative attachment to type or paradigm. Aby M. Warburg, Der Bilderatlas: Mnemosyne, Gesammelte Schriften vol. 2, 1.2, ed. Martin Warnke and Claudia Brink (Berlin: Akademie, 2008). See the discussion of the relationship between Richter’s and Warburg’s atlases in Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Gerhard Richter’s Atlas: The Anomic Archive,” in Photography and Painting in the Work of Gerhard Richter: Four Essays on Atlas, 2nd ed. (Barcelona: Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona, 2000), 11–30.

40. Richter’s preferences for synthetic paint is noted in Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 148–50; however, there is abiding uncertainty as to the paints used in the various color chart paintings. The San Francisco version of 256 Colors is particularly vexing. Previously identified by the Fisher Collection as lacquer and acrylic on canvas, and by the 1993 catalogue raisonné as oil on canvas (Gerhard Richter, vol. 3, Werkübersicht), the painting is now listed by the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art as oil on linen. The work was once significantly restored and may have been treated then with a paint not used in 1974 (Laura Satersmoen, executive director of the Fisher Art Foundation, conversation with the author, April 28, 2015). There is also confusion about which of the 256 Colors paintings corresponds to which catalogue number, and even about the locations of the four canvases. Richter’s debt to Palermo is noted in Christine Mehring, Blinky Palermo: Abstraction of an Era (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2009), 83–85, and one of Richter’s color chart sketches is annotated with the word Blinky (Atlas panel 277).

41. See the sketches on Atlas panels 275–80; see also panels 281–84. Armin Zweite reports the “arbitrary” nature of Richter’s decisions; Armin Zweite, “Gerhard Richter’s ‘Album of Photographs, Collages, and Sketches,’” in Photography and Painting, 83.

42. Gerhard Richter quoted in Christine Mehring, Blinky Palermo, 176.

43. See “Realismus,” in Documenta 5: Befragung Der Realität, Bildwelten Heute (Kassel: Verlag Documenta, 1972).

44. Richter painted a work quite similar to Six Yellows, using reds, in 1965 (i.e., a year before any of the catalogued color charts); it appears on the verso of a photo-painting called Singer. Richter, it seems, abandoned the painting, but not without signing it and allowing it to be reproduced in his current catalogue raisonné: Elger, Gerhard Richter: Catalogue Raisonné, 1:222. The catalogue number would suggest that this first color chart was painted immediately after Swimmers and very shortly before Eight Student Nurses.

45. These paintings, all titled Color Chart, are catalogued as CR 139–4, 139–5, 139–6, and 139–7; Elger, Gerhard Richter: Catalogue Raisonné, 1:291–93. I know these paintings only in reproduction, so my characterization of the colors, which would anyway of course depend on lighting conditions, is tentative.

46. These paintings were enabled in part by Richter’s new, larger studio; Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 214–15. Atlas panels 278–80 indicate that Richter was already thinking in 1966 of something like 1024 Colors.

47. Zweite, “Gerhard Richter’s ‘Album,’” 83.

48. Gerhard Richter (1974) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 81–82; translation slightly altered using the German in Gerhard Richter: Text, 91. Richter did in fact make a painting in 1974 called 4096 Colors, but according to Dietmar Elger, he did so by employing each color four times; Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 215–17.

49. Gerhard Richter (1986) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 141. Photographs of Richter’s studio reveal that he made some large color charts in which the rectangular units were alternated with squares, giving the paintings the slightly jaunty look of late Mondrian. Richter eventually destroyed these works, or at least failed to catalogue them. Kelly’s 1951 group of collages called Spectrum Colors Arranged by Chance, I–VIII is not far in spirit from Richter’s later work, with its grid, broad variety of color units, and random process of arrangement. In Kelly’s work, however, most of the arrangements retain both a compositional center and a distinction between figure and ground.

50. If some of the 1966 color charts had swatches floating on negative space, the 1970s charts are tight grids—a platen of slots.

51. Furthermore—although I do not mean to suggest that he knew current trends in computing—Richter’s efforts are historically coincident with the invention specifically of random-access memory (RAM) cards. RAM cards, unlike reel-to-reel tapes, allow any unit of information to be accessed at equal speed, without any inherent order. It makes perfect sense that Richter’s assistants, in preparing his 2007 stained-glass window project for Cologne Cathedral, referred to the individual color units as pixels; Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 354.

52. The printers’ color charts in Atlas panels 283 and 284 emphasize that the industry’s colors are units drawn from the continuity of the color wheel.

53. Gerhard Richter (1973) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 78–79; translation altered slightly using the German in Gerhard Richter: Text, 70–71. Note this last remark appears to directly contradict the one used as this chapter’s epigraph, in which Richter suggested that “making sense” is “what makes us human.” The contradiction, however, is only partial: Richter believes that humans make meanings despite the fact that they are illusions.

54. Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 352. Richter has described himself as a “sympathizer” with Catholicism, a term that Lisa Saltzman says he uses knowing its usual applicability to sympathizers with the Rote Armee Fraktion; Lisa Saltzman, “Gerhard Richter’s Stations of the Cross: On Martyrdom and Memory in Postwar German Art,” Oxford Art Journal 28, no. 1 (2005): 42.

55. On the dialectical meanings of grids in modernist art, see especially Rosalind Krauss, “Grids,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1985), 9–22.

56. See, for example, Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 200; and Paul Moorhouse, Gerhard Richter Portraits: Painting Appearances (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2009), 89.

57. Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 193–94, 201. Although Richter recalled the certainty of his Venice plan in 1995, he had told the Deutsche Zeitung in an interview published less than two months before the opening of the exhibition that he did not yet know what he would exhibit in Venice. “Mostly new ones,” he said, “probably all the townscapes as a complete set”; Richter in Obrist, Daily Practice, 75. After Venice, Richter immediately exhibited 48 Portraits again, at the Suermondt-Ludwig-Museum in Aachen.

58. Gerhard Richter. 36. Biennale di Venezia; Gerhard Richter (1972) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 80. I believe Richter may have settled on the number 48 by imagining a group of three portraits (one facing right, one facing the viewer, and one facing left) and then multiplying that formation by four, and then by four again. If this is correct, then the basic formation is analogous to color’s three primaries. See Richter’s remarks on the number 48 in Dietmar Elger and Hans-Ulrich Obrist, eds., Gerhard Richter: Writings, 1961–2007 (New York: Distributed Art, 2009), 318.

59. The candidate photos in Atlas (panels 30–37), together with the larger such pool at the Gerhard Richter Archiv, show that Richter considered including a few women and non-white men, including Duke Ellington, Queen Elizabeth II, Ho Chi Minh, and Zhou Enlai.

60. On exclusion and homogeneity in 48 Portraits, see especially Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Divided Memory and Post-Traditional Identity: Gerhard Richter’s Work of Mourning,” October 75 (1996): 61–82; Gerhard Richter (1995) in Elger and Obrist, eds., Gerhard Richter: Writings, 318.

61. Gerhard Richter quoted in Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 197. Many have noted that Richter cut all political figures from consideration, which is largely true, although the writer Mihail Sadoveanu twice served briefly as head of state of the Socialist Republic of Romania.

62. Richter hung eleven portraits on the curved front wall in the German Pavilion, putting five on either side of Blackett. It is rarely noted that Richter selected an odd-numbered subset of the paintings, forty-three, for the Venice installation; see the exhibition photographs in Atlas panel 41, as well as Richter’s preparatory sketches for the installation at the Gerhard Richter Archiv. The sketch for the “aleatorisch” arrangement appears in Atlas panel 39.

63. Apparently wall labeling in Venice identified the figures by name; Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 197. Not all of the subjects of 48 Portraits were represented in all of the major German encyclopedias of the period. As James Gleick and others have pointed out, Wikipedia mounts a challenge to the traditional discriminating function of the encyclopedia—individual TV-show episodes and no-longer-extant minor country roadways have their own entries. James Gleick, The Information: A History, a Theory, a Flood (New York: Pantheon, 2011), 373–97.

64. Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 194.

65. Jürgen Schreiber has noted that Rich-ter’s first father-in-law, Heinrich Eufinger—the S.S. doctor who had overseen the euthanasia program that killed Rich-ter’s Aunt Marianne (and who appears as the smiling father in Richter’s 1964 painting Familie am Meer)—had his portrait hanging in a hospital in Dresden until recently; Jürgen Schreiber, Ein Maler aus Deutschland: Gerhard Richter, das Drama einer Familie (Munich: Pendo, 2005), 194. Benjamin H. D. Buchloh rightly points out that 48 Portraits is generated in part by the unrepresentability of Hitler: Buchloh, “Divided Memory,” passim. Richter later admitted that 48 Portraits is involved with the missing fathers of the war period; Elger and Obrist, Gerhard Richter: Writings, 442–43.

66. Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 197.

67. Several further photographs of Richter in his studio with 48 Portraits may be consulted at the Gerhard Ricther Archiv; one, in which the artist grimaces very close to the lens, reveals that Richter made the series himself (imperfectly) using a timer-controlled shutter. Gottfried Sello (“Geistesheroen”), “Abwarten in Venedig,” Die Zeit 24, ? mid-1972, clipping in the Gerhard Richter Archiv; Laszlo Glozer (“Geistengrössen”), “Neuer Realismus oder photographischer Stil,” Süddeutsche Zeitung, June 24–25, 1972.

68. Richter himself remarked at the time, “Heads, although themselves full of literature and philosophy, become completely unliterary. Literature is removed, the personalities become anonymous. That’s what it’s about for me”; Gerhard Richter (1972) in Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 197. Forever keeping up the ambivalence of this stance, however, Richter said years later of 48 Portraits, that, while “the issue of neutrality was my wish and main concern . . . it was not my ambition to be against heroes. I love them too much. I am happy those people exist”; Gerhard Richter (2002) in Elger and Obrist, Gerhard Richter: Writings, 421.

69. Gerhard Richter (1966) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 57; translation slightly altered, using the German in Gerhard Richter: Text, 45–46.

70. Biography of Paul Hindemith, original source unknown, from Gerhard Richter, Atlas panel 38 (translation mine); ellipses (other than the first, which is original to the source) indicate passages that I could not read clearly in the published versions of Atlas.

71. Gerhard Richter (1992) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 239.

72. Gerhard Richer, 48 Portraits (1972), photographs on card, forty-eight panels, each 27½ × 21¾ in. (70 × 55 cm), CR 324-a. Richter again made a photographic version of 48 Portraits in 1998 (Editions CR 94).

73. Meyers Neues Lexikon (Leipzig: VEB Bibliographisches Institut, 1973), 2:221–27.

74. Ibid., 6:284 (translation mine). The relevant volumes of this encyclopedia did not appear until the year after 48 Portraits, so the specific entries I quote here could not have directly affected Richter’s thinking. The point of this contrast is to illustrate the pervasiveness and obviousness of encyclopedias’ covert political content in Cold War Germany.

75. Benjamin H. D. Buchloh has also seen the decline of the portrait’s credibility as a generating structure for Richter’s work; Buchloh, “Divided Memory.”

76. One could pursue an interesting analysis of the relationship between spirit photography and the recording-machine epistemology: on the one hand, the nineteenth-century practice seems a kind of opposite, invested as it is in phantoms. On the other, it is a close antecedent: an effort to capture and materialize—to make visual evidence of—the appearance of something ethereal and usually unseen.

77. Raymond Williams, Television: Technology and Cultural Form (1974; repr., London: Routledge, 2003), 86–87, 118–19 (emphasis in the original). Richter has denied any relationship between his painterly blur and that of television; Richter (1989) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 192.

78. John J. Curley has been particularly probing about these sources, linking Richter’s cited images to problems of evidence and persuasion in photography on both sides of the Cold War; Curley, Conspiracy of Images. Some sources can be found in Elger, Gerhard Richter: Catalogue Raisonné.

79. Williams, Television, 87; Gerhard Richter (1993) in Elger and Obrist, Gerhard Richter: Writings, 317.

80. Gerhard Richter (“see everything”) quoted in Gregor Stemmrich, “Malerei Als Entzugserscheinung,” in Sechs Vorträge über Gerhard Richter, ed. Dietmar Elger and Jürgen Müller (Dresden: Gerhard Richter Archiv, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden, 2007), 117 (translation mine); Gerhard Richter (“We have lost”; 1988) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 171–72.

81. Gerhard Richter (“absence”/“good thing”; 1986) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 150; Richter (“profound distaste”; 1988) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 170; Richter (“I am a materialist”; 1986) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 128. The rest of this last notation reads, “Mind and spirit, soul, volition, feeling, instinctive surmise, etc., have their material causes (mechanical, chemical, electronic, etc.); and they vanish when their physical base vanishes, just as the work done by a computer vanishes when it is destroyed or switched off.” Richter also wrote, “I did not come here [the Federal Republic of Germany] to get away from ‘materialism.’ I came to get away from the criminal ‘idealism’ of the Socialists”; Richter (1962) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 13. See also Richter (1988) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 175.

82. Gerhard Richter (1973) in Elger and Obrist, Gerhard Richter: Writings, 80.

83. Dietmar Elger reports that Richter also meant to suggest that the studio has a cage-like feeling for him; Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 348.

84. I thank Alex Potts, who pointed out to me that Richter’s work is characterized by this dialectic between agency and its refusal.

85. Gerhard Richter (“scrupulous”; 2002) in Elger and Obrist, Gerhard Richter: Writings, 419; Richter (“He devised”; 2004) in Elger and Obrist, Gerhard Richter: Writings, 461; German from Gerhard Richter: Text, 471. See the brief discussion of Richter, Cage, and chance in Hal Foster, The First Pop Age: Painting and Subjectivity in the Art of Hamilton, Lichtenstein, Warhol, Richter, and Ruscha (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2012), 184–89, 300n16.

86. “I like everything that has no style: dictionaries, photographs, nature, myself and my paintings. (Because style is violence, and I am not violent.) . . . Pictures which are interpretable, and which contain a meaning, are bad pictures”; Gerhard Richter (1964–65) in Obrist, Daily Practice, 35.

87. Elger, Gerhard Richter: A Life, 344.

88. For documentary photographs and a description of the process of making this painting, see Ulrich Wilmes, “Gerhard Richter: One Moment in Time,” in Gerhard Richter: Large Abstracts, 148–50; and Robert Storr, Gerhard Richter: The Cage Paintings (London: Tate, 2009), 92–96.

CONCLUSION

1. Google Street View is a remarkable service for the curious, but the U.S. government has also developed the ability to spy on an entire nation at once: “The National Security Agency has built a surveillance system capable of recording ‘100 percent’ of a foreign country’s telephone calls, enabling the agency to rewind and review conversations as long as a month after they take place”; Barton Gellman and Ashkan Soltani, “NSA Surveillance Program Reaches ‘into the past,’ to Retrieve, Play Phone Calls,” Washington Post, March 18, 2014.

2. In a rich representation of capitalism’s competing mythologies of fact and of the individual, the popular film about this phenomenon, Moneyball (based on a nonfiction book by Michael Lewis), vindicates its statistics-driven general manager only through a David-and-Goliath battle against the conventional wisdom (and corporate money) of traditional baseball expertise. At an early point in the film, the protagonist’s older foe snaps at him, “You don’t put a team together with a computer, Billy. . . . Baseball isn’t just numbers. It’s not science. . . . They don’t have our experience, and they don’t have our intuition. There are intangibles that only baseball people understand.” Bennett Miller, dir., Money-ball (2011).

3. In the hands of Karl Ove Knausgaard, memoir fiction offers long streams of factualist-descriptive banality precisely to affirm ordinary humanity against the coherence of meaningfully shaped narrative. Karl Ove Knausgaard, My Struggle, 6 vols. (some still forthcoming in English), trans. Don Bartlett (Brooklyn: Archipelago, 2013–). On the parafictional, see Carrie Lambert-Beatty, “Make-Believe: Parafiction and Plausibility” October 129 (2009): 51–84.

4. Such fusing of documentary and intentional modes is especially reminiscent of photorealist painting, with its efforts to try out the epistemologies of surface and depth together. It is a remarkable fact in the history of the credibility of form that the art market has responded so much more strongly to the version of this experiment staged from within the photograph—that is, to tableau photography—than it ever did to photorealism’s effort to do much the same from within painting.

5. Jeff Wall (“somewhat more”), Landscape Manual (Vancouver: Fine Arts Gallery, University of British Columbia, 1970), 1; John Roberts (“conceptualized realism”), “Jeff Wall: The Social Pathology of Everyday Life,” in The Art of Interruption: Realism, Photography and the Everyday (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998), 187 (emphasis in the original); Jeff Wall (“near-documentary”) quoted in Michael Fried, “Jeff Wall, Wittgenstein, and the Everyday,” Critical Inquiry 33 (2007): 505.

6. Höfer was a student of Bernd Becher’s at the Kunstakademie Düsseldorf. Not long after this photograph was taken, the Herzogin Anna Amalia Bibliothek was badly damaged by fire and carefully restored over a three-year process; it is open today not only as a visual-material curiosity but also as a research library specializing in German literature around 1800.
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