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authorship, oeuvre, and genre (as in landscape) obviously amounts to an attempg

to maintain early photography as an archive and to call for the sort of archaeo.-
logical examination of this archive that Michel Foucault both theorizes ang
provides a model for. Describing the analysis to which archaeology submits the
archive in order to reveal the conditions of its discursive formations, Foucault
writes:

[They] must not be understood as a set of determinations imposed
from the outside on the thought of individuals, or inhabiting it from
the inside, in advance as it were; they constitute rather the set of
conditions in accordance with which a practice is exercised, in accor-
dance with which that practice gives rise to partially or totally new
statements, and in accordance with which it can be modified. [The
relations established by archaeology] are not so much limitations im-
posed on the initiative of subjects as the field in which that initiative
is articulated (without however constituting its center), rules that it
puts into operation (without it having invented or formulated them),
relations that provide it with a support (without it being either their
final result or their point of convergence). [Archaeology] is an at-
tempt to reveal discursive practices in their complexity and density;
to show that to speak is to do something —something other than to
express what one thinks.26

Everywhere at present there is an attempt to dismantle the photographic
archive—the set of practices, institutions, and relationships to which nine-

teenth-century photography originally belonged —and to reassemble it within -
the categories previously constituted by art and its history.?” It is not hard to

conceive of what the inducements for doing so are, but it is more difficult to
understand the tolerance for the kind of incoherence it produces.

Cambridge, New York, 1982

26.  Michel Foucault, The Archacology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith, New York,
12-'IFa.rper and Row, 1976, pp. 208-209.

phAtOgraphy to attack this effort. See Alan Sekula, “The Traffic in Photographs,” Art Journal, XL
(Spring 1981), 15-25; and “The Instrumental Image: Steichen at War,” Artforum, XIII (Decem
ber 1975). A discussion of the rearrangement of the archive in relation to the need to protect

values of modernism is mounted by Douglas Crimp’s “The Museum’s Old/The Library’s NeW

Subject,” Parachute (Spring 1981).

Thus far the work of Alan Sekula has been the one consistent analysis of the history of |
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The Originality of the Avant-
Garde

This summer the National Gallery in Washington installed what it proudly
ibes as “the largest Rodin exhibition, ever.” Not only was this the greatest
lic gathering of Rodin’s sculpture, but it included, as well, much of his work
before seen. In certain cases the work had not been seen because it consisted
ieces in plaster that had lain on the shelves in storage at Meudon since the
t's death, closed off to the prying eyes of scholars and public alike. In other
ces the work had not been seen because it had only just been made. The
onal Gallery’s exhibition included, for example, a brand new cast of The
ates of Hell, so absolutely recent that visitors to the exhibition were able to sit
in a little theater provided for the occasion to view a just completed movie
the casting and finishing of this new version.

- To some—though hardly all—of the people sitting in that theater watching
1e casting of The Gates of Hell, it must have occurred that they were witnessing
making of a fake. After all, Rodin has been dead since 1918, and surely a work
is produced more than sixty years after his death cannot be the genuine article,
ot, that is, be an original. The answer to this is more interesting than one
uld think; for the answer is neither yes nor no.

- When Rodin died he left the French nation his entire estate, which consisted
it only of all the work in his possession, but also all of the rights of its
oduction, that is, the right to make bronze editions from the estate’s plasters.
Chambre des Députés, in accepting this gift, decided to limit the posthumous
ons to twelve casts of any given plaster. Thus The Gates of Hell, cast in 1978
¥ perfect right of the State, is a legitimate work: a real original we might say.
But once we leave the lawyer’s office and the terms of Rodin’s will, we fall
ediately into a quagmire. In what sense is the new cast an original? At the time
odin’s death The Gates of Hell stood in his studio like a mammoth plaster
board with all the pieces removed and scattered on the floor. The arrange-
0t of the figures on The Gates as we know it reflects the most current notion the
ptor had about its composition, an arrangement documented by numbers
ciled on the plasters corresponding to numbers located at various stations on
Gates. But these numbers were regularly changed as Rodin played with and
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Auguste Rodin. The Three Nymphs.

recomposed the surface of the doors; and so, at the time of his death, The Gates
were very much unfinished. They were also uncast. Since they had originally been
commissioned and paid for by the State, they were, of course, not Rodin’s to issue
in bronze, even had he chosen to do so. But the building for which they had been
commissioned had been cancelled; The Gates were never called for, hence never

finished, and thus never cast. The first bronze was made in 1921, three years after
the artist’s death.

So, in finishing and patinating the new cast there is no example completed
during Rodin’s lifetime to use for a guide to the artist’s intentions about how the
finished piece was to look. Due to the double circumstance of there being no
lifetime cast and, at time of death, of there existing a plaster model still in flux, we€
could say that all the casts of The Gates of Hell are examples of multiple copies
that exist in the absence of an original. The issue of authenticity is equally
problematic for each of the existing casts; it is only more conspicuously so for the
most recent.

But, as we have constantly been reminding ourselves ever since Walter
Benjamin’s “Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” authenticity
empties out as a notion as one approaches those mediums which are inherently
multiple. “From a photographic negative, for example,” Benjamin argued, “on€
can make any number of prints; to ask for the ‘authentic’ print makes no sense.”
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For Rodin, the concept of the “authentic bronze cast’”’ seems to have made as little
se as it has for many photographers. Like Atget’s thousands of glass negatives
r which, in some cases, no lifetime prints exist, Rodin left many of his plaster
res unrealized in any permanent material, either bronze or marble. Like
tier-Bresson, who never printed his own photographs, Rodin’s relation to the
ting of his sculpture could only be called remote. Much of it was done in
foundries to which Rodin never went while the production was in progress; he
er worked on or retouched the waxes from which the final bronzes were cast,
ever supervised or regulated either the finishing or the patination, and in the end
ever checked the pieces before they were crated to be shipped to the client or
dealer who had bought them. From his position deep in the ethos of mechanical
Teproduction, it was not as odd for Rodin as we might have thought to have willed
his country posthumous authorial rights over his own work.

i The ethos of reproduction in which Rodin was immersed was not limited, of
-ourse, to the relatively technical question of what went on at the foundry. It was
installed within the very walls, heavy with plaster dust—the blinding snow of
Rilke’s description—of Rodin’s studio. For the plasters that form the core of
odin’s work are, themselves, casts. They are thus potential multiples. And at the
e of Rodin’s massive output is the structural proliferation born of this multi-
licity.
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Auguste Rodin. The Prodigal Son (left). Gatesd

(center and right).

In the tremulousness of their balance, The Three N ymphe‘: compose a ﬁiu;i
of spontaneity—a figure somewhat discompos_ed by the realizagon that t eof
three are identical casts of the same model; just as the rp?gnlﬁcentrs}::ns;wo
improvisatory gesture is strangely bracketed by th; rffcglgmtuc?n tha; b eThree

i iri anic wins.
Dancers are not simply spiritual, but mec 1 twin: :
S}f:;es the composition that crowns The Gates of Hell, is I1ke‘tv15t=: a prolciiu;l::;
of mulziples three identical figures, triple-cast, in the face (;f w}li‘lcﬁ 1t[wtgz -
i i dancers—to ask which o

o sense—as little as with the nymphs or ‘
Itlhle original. The Gates themselves are another example of the modular “.rc?rl::dg
of Rodin’s imagination, with the same figure compulsively repeated, reposm(: un;
recoupled, recombined.! If bronze casting is that end 0!? the s.c1'11ptu1fal spec' ;uld
which is inherently multiple, the forming of the figurative c_)rlgmals is, w;“djn's
have thought, at the other end—the pole consecrated to uniqueness. But 4 of .
working procedures force the fact of reproduction to traverse the full length o
spectrum.

: Jew Yorks
1. For a discussion of Rodin’s figural repetitions, see my Pefssages inM oden:] S[julm?;?\ rl\Pc‘r‘;ss' o
Viking, 1977, chapter 1; and Leo Steinberg, Other Criteria, New York, Oxford University
322-403.
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Rodin. Fugit Amor.

Now, nothing in the myth of Rodin as the prodigious form giver prepares us
I the reality of these arrangements of multiple clones. For the form giver is the
er of originals, exultant in his own originality. Rilke had long ago composed

at incantatory hymn to Rodin’s originality in describing the profusion of bodies
nvented for The Gates:

- . - bodies that listen like faces, and lift themselves like arms; chains of
bodies, garlands and single organisms: bodies that listen like faces and
lift tendrils and heavy clusters of bodies into which sin’s sweetness rises
out of the roots of pain. . . . The army of these figures became much too
numerous to fit into the frame and wings of The Gates of Hell. Rodin
made choice after choice and eliminated everything that was too

solitary to subject itself to the great totality; everything that was not
necessary was rejected.?

9 This swarm of figures that Rilke evokes is, we are led to believe, composed of
@ifferent figures. And w

€ are encouraged in this belief by the cult of originality that

Rainer Maria Rilke, Rodin, trans. Jessie Lemont and Hans Frausil, London, Grey Walls Press,
p. 32.
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grew up around Rodin, one that he himself invited. From the‘ kind of reﬂexively b epticity fold_ed iito ‘ihe concept of 5650z is & R -
tended hand-of-God imagery of Rodin’s own work, to his carefully" S2geH onceived as having been generated: that is, collectively and unconsciously. Thus
B = In.his bmops poitalr 2s genius progenitor by E-d ward St-ether.lh md.lwdual. could not, by definition, consciously will a style. Later copies will be
Rodin courted the notion of himself as form giver, creator, crucible of originality, osed precmelj{ becauseithey are L6t of i B o
e oo, | b:lny' that will get the chiaroscuro wrong, make the outlines too harsh or too

One walks among these thousand forms, overwhelmed with the imagi- ] dy, disrupt the older patterns of coherence. It is this concept of period style

nation and the craftsmanship which they represent, and %nvoluntarily
one looks for the two hands out of which this world has risen. . . . One

! d on a culture of originals. i i i
e g Sitting in the little theater watching the newest

ates being cast, watching this violation, we want to call out, “Fraud.”
Henry James, in The Ambassadors, had added, ] ;
With his genius in his eyes, his manners on his lips, his long career
behind him and his honors and rewards all round, lhe great artist
affected our friend as a dizzying prodigy of type. .. with a personal
lustre almost violent, he shone in a constellation.

f“ed' and so quickly induced to Participate in the transformation of his own
into kitsch.
_ '1"'he avant-garde artist has worn many guises over the first hundred years of
> €xistence: revolutionary, dandy, anarchist, aesthete, technologist, mystic. He
: also preached a variety of creeds. One thing only seems to hold fairly constant
f1€ vanguardist discqurse and that is the theme of originality. By originality,
: I’mc:r:m more than just the kind of revolt against tradition that echoes in Ezra
d’s “Make it new!” or sounds in the futurists’ promise to destroy the
urns Lha_t cover Italy as though ‘“‘with countless cemeteries.” More than a
ction or duf,so]ution of the past, avant-garde originality is conceived as a literal
In, a beginning from ground zero, a birth. Marinetti, thrown from his

What are we to make of this little chapter of the cqméd:'e h.umame, in .wh1.ch
the artist of the last century most driven to the ce]ebratlon of his own orlgmal_lty
and of the autographic character of his own kneading of matter into formal l‘l[c;i
that artist, should have given his own work over to an ?fterhfe of mecham :
reproduction? Are we to think that in this peculiar last testimony Ro_dm ack'nﬂ(_:w ;
edged the extent to which his was an art of reproduction, of multiples without

2 5 ‘
ongmBallJi at a second remove, what are we to make of our own sglfeamlshness_
at the thought of the future of posthumous casting thgt‘awalts R_odm s work?lA:: _
we not involved here in clinging to a culture of originals which has nE p ;1 3
among the reproductive mediums? Within the current photograpl}y mar eFm 1
culture of the original —the vintage print—is hard at”work. The vintage prlln :
specified as one made “‘close to the aesthetic moment’’—and thus an ob]ecteo i
not only by the photographer himself, but produced, as \.ovell, FonternporaHShip ] . it begi
with the taking of the image. This is of course a mechanical view of author - at is meant by originality among the early twentieth-century avant-garde.
one that does not acknowledge that some photographers are less good prin i 181nality becomes an organicist metaphor referring not so much to formal
= = prmtas they hire; o thatyears after‘the fact photograp_ht:'rs reedill;l 0 ton as to sources of life. The self as origin is safe from contamination by
recrop older images, sometimes vastly improving them; or that it is p}?“]ook f g because it possesses a kind of originary naivet¢. Hence Brancusj’s
re-create old papers and old chemical compounds an‘d ‘thus to resurrect the - of m, “When we are no longer children, we are already dead.” Or i —

i e ooy vidge piing sothat andicnncity need miechics SR 8In has the potential for continual acts of regeneration, a perpetuation of

ik D ic origi i de “clos€ i lnce Malevich’s pronouncement, “Only he is alive who rejects his

But the formula that specifies a photographic original as a print ma e ” ctions of yesterday."” The self as sl ot iy

to the aesthetic moment” is obviously a formula dictated l?y the art lem : . e . L T e T e
notion of period style and applied to the practice of connmsseurshlp-ChedPer e ; Of lhf:‘ avant-garde are precisely these claims to originality.

style is a special form of coherence that cannot be fraudulently breached. ow, if ﬂ}e_very SR it Beiasi im0

_of"Or’lgmality, the actual practice of vanguard art tends to reveal that

ality” is a working assumption that itself emerges from a ground of

te self-creation that begins the first Futyrist Manifesto functions as a model

3. Ibid,p.2
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repetition and recurrence. One figure, drawn from avant-garde practice in the
visual arts, provides an example. This figure is the grid.

Aside from its near ubiquity in the work of those artists who thought of
themselves as avant-garde—their numbers include Malevich as well as Mondrian,
Léger as well as Picasso, Schwitters, Cornell, Reinhardt and Johns as well as
Andre, LeWitt, Hesse, and Ryman—the grid possesses several structural properties
which make it inherently susceptible to vanguard appropriation. One of these is
the grid’s imperviousness to language. “Silence, exile, and cunning,” were
Stephen Dedalus’s passwords: commands that in Paul Goodman’s view express
the self-imposed code of the avant-garde artist. The grid promotes this silence,
expressing it moreover as a refusal of speech. The absolute stasis of the grid, its
lack of hierarchy, of center, of inflection, emphasizes not only its anti-referential
character, but—more importantly—its hostility to narrative. This structure,
impervious both to time and to incident, will not permit the projection of
language into the domain of the visual, and the result is silence.

This silence is not due simply to the extreme effectiveness of the grid as a
barricade against speech, but to the protectiveness of its mesh against all intru-
sions from outside. No echoes of footsteps in empty rooms, no scream of birds
across open skies, no rush of distant water—for the grid has collapsed the
spatiality of nature onto the bounded surface of a purely cultural object. With its
proscription of nature as well as of speech, the result is still more silence. And in
this new-found quiet, what many artists thought they could hear was the
beginning, the origins of Art.

For those for whom art begins in a kind of originary purity, the grid was
emblematic of the sheer disinterestedness of the work of art, its absolute purpose-
lessness, from which it derived the promise of its autonomy. We hear this sense of
the originary essence of art when Schwitters insists, “Art is a primordial concept,
exalted as the godhead, inexplicable as life, indefinable and without purpose.”
And the grid facilitated this sense of being born into the newly evacuated space of
an aesthetic purity and freedom.

While for those for whom the origins of art are not to be found in the idea of:
pure disinterest so much as in an empirically grounded unity, the grid’s power lies
in its capacity to figure forth the material ground of the pictorial object, si-
multaneously inscribing and depicting it, so that the image of the pictorial sur~
face can be seen to be born out of the organization of pictorial matter. For thes e
artists, the grid-scored surface is the image of an absolute beginning. y

Perhaps it is because of this sense of a beginning, a fresh start, a ground ze10;
that artist after artist has taken up the grid as the medium within which to works
always taking it up as though he were just discovering it, as though the origin he
had found by peeling back layer after layer of representation to come at last to this
schematized reduction, this graph-paper ground, were his origin, and his finding.
it an act of originality. Waves of abstract artists “discover”’ the grid; part of 165

Agnes Martin. ¥
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structure one could say is that in its revelatory character it 1s always a new, 2

unique discovery-

And just as the grid is a stereotype that 1s con
discovered, it 1s, as 2 further paradox, a prison in
liberty. For what is striking about the grid is that
padge of freedom, it 18 extremely restrictive in the actual exercise of freedom.
Wwithout doubt the most formulaic construction that could possibly be mapped on
a plane surface, the grid is also highly in fexible. Thus just as no one could claim
to have invented it, so once one is involved 1n deploying it, the grid is extremely
difficult to use in the service of invention. And thus when we examine the careers

could say that from

of those artists who have been most committed to the grid, we
the time they submit themselves 10 this structure their work virtually ceases o
develop and becomes involved, instead, in repetition. Exemplary artists in this
respect are Mondrian, Albers, Reinhardt, and Agnes Martin.

But in saying th s these artists not 10 originality but to

at the grid condemn
repetition, I am not suggesting a negative description of their work. I am trying
instead to focus on 2 pair of terms—originality and repetition—-and to look at
their coupling unprejudicially;

for within the instance we are examining, these
two terms seem bound together in

a kind of aesthetic economy, interdependent
and mutually sustaining, although the one—originality—is the valorized term
and the other—repetition or copy or reduplication—-is discredited.

We have already seen that the avant-garde artist above all claims originality
as his right—his birthright, so tO speak. With his own self as the origin of his
work, that production will have the same uniqueness as he; the condition of his
own singularity will guarantee the originality of what he makes. Having given
himself this warrant, he goes on, in the example we are looking at, to enact his

originality in the creation of grids. Yet as we have seen, not only is he—artist X, ¥,
or z—not the inventor of the grid, but no one can claim this patent: the copyright
expired sometime in an

tiquity and for many centuries this figure has been in the
public domain.

Sgucturally, lo:
with an act of repetition Or
within the experience of a given artist,
unfolding progression of his work will be on
engages in repeated acts of self-imitation. That so many
century artists should have maneuvered themselves into
paradox—where they are condemned to repeating, as if by
logically fraudulent original —1s truly compelling.

But it is no more compelling than that other, complementary fiction: the
illusion not of the originality of the artist, but of the originary status of the
pictorial surface. This origin is what the genius of the grid is supposed to manifest

which there is no further

to us as viewers: an indisputable zero-ground beyond
model, or referent, or text. Except that this experience of originariness, felt by

stantly being paradoxically re-
which the caged aritst feels at
while it 1s most effective as a

y be repeated. And,

casion of its usage
the

gically, axiomatically, the grid can onl

replication as the “‘original” oc
the extended life of the grid in

e of still more repetition, as the artist
generations of twentieth-
this particular position of
compulsion, the
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generations of artists, criti
3 , critics, and vi -
face and the grid , 1ewers 1s itself fal :
3 that : ' se, a fiction.
~ the notion of an Ol‘iginsc;}%es dllt do not fuse into that absolute unT[he canvas sur-
representation of the s urfr e grid follows the canvas surface dolb?ecéssary_ to
_ represents, but even so theagcr% mapped, it is true, onto the samees 1[.[11; isa
" “originary”’ obj ’ id remains a figure, picturi : surface it
ject: through its mesh i , pICturing various aspe
B . the canvas; th i esh it creates an image of pects of the
A rough its n ;s ge of the woven inf
~ the plane geom ’ etwork of coordinates i : rastruc-
: etry of the field; th e ates 1t organizes a m
' Jateral continui ; through its repetition i etaphor for
i ity. The grid thu petition it configures th
S s does no gures the spread
. rathel:ﬁl it Ivei'ils 56 thacigh & repckition t reveal the surface, laying it bare at 1a$
s I have said, thi R ’
. after, the actual em,PiIilza;epetfl . 1? erformed by the grid must follo
»f the grid how, surface of a given painti w, OI come
: ever also preced ting. The representati
fiteral surfa 0P es the surface : tational text
ce from bein Sy , comes before it .
¥ . g anything lik - » preventing even th
it, are all those vi g like an origin. For behind i ; that
; sual texts through . . For behind it, logicall i
organized as a pictori ugh which the bound y prior to
torial field. Th : nded plane was collecti
overlays on cart . The grid summari ectively
oons, for exampl zes all these texts: the gri
to fresco; or th . ple, used for the mechani : the gridded
; e perspective latti chanical transfer f i
three dimensi attice meant to contai rom drawing
sions to two; or th ; ntain the perceptual
like pro : ; or the matrix on which P transfer from
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surface, by representing it, only succeeds in locating the signiﬁelf of another, prior
system of grids, which have beyond them, yet anot}}er, even earl_mr system. T_his is
the perspective in which the modernist grid is, ll_kt? the Ro.dlp casts, logically
multiple: a system of reproductions without an original. This is the perspective
from which the real condition of one of the major vehicles of modernist aesthetic
practice is seen to derive not from the valorized term of that couple which [
invoked earlier—the doublet, originality/repetition—but from the discredited
half of the pair, the one that opposes the multiple to the singular, the reproducible
to the unique, the fraudulent to the authentic, the copy to the original‘. But this is
the negative half of the set of terms that the critical practice of modernism seeks to
repress, has repressed.

From this perspective we can see that modernism and the avant-garde are
functions of what we could call the discourse of originality, and that that
discourse serves much wider interests—and is thus fueled by more diverse
institutions—than the restricted circle of professional art-making. The theme of
originality, encompassing as it does the notions of authenticit}!, or‘iginals, and
origins, is the shared discursive practice of the museum, the historian, and the
maker of art. And throughout the nineteenth century all of these institutions were
concerted, together, to find the mark, the warrant, the certification of the original.*

That this would be done despite the ever-present reality of the copy as the
underlying condition of the original was much closer to the surface of confscious-
ness in the early years of the nineteenth century than it would later be perm1tted‘ to
be. Thus, in Northanger Abbey Jane Austen sends Catherine, her sweetly provin-
cial young heroine, out for a walk with two new, rather more sophisticated
friends; these friends soon embark on viewing the countryside, as Austen says,
“with the e.yes of persons accustomed to drawing, and decided on its capabil.ity of
being formed into pictures, with all the eagerness of real taste.” What begins to
dawn on Catherine is that her countrified notions of the natural— ‘“that a clear
blue sky” is for instance “proof of a fine day”—are entirely false and that the
natural, which is to say, the landscape, is about to be constructed for her by her
more highly educated companions:

...a lecture on the picturesque immediately followed, in which his
instructions were so clear that she soon began to see beauty in every

4, On the discourse of origins and originals, see Michel Foucault, The O?'der of Thingf. New
York, Pantheon, 1970, pp. 328-335: “But this thin surface of the original, which accompanies our
entire existence . ..1is not the immediacy of a birth; it is populated entirely by those complex
mediations formed and laid down as a sediment in their own history by labor, life and language 59
that . . . what man is reviving without knowing it, is all the intermediaries of a time that governs him
almost to infinity.”
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thing admired by him. . . . He talked of fore-grounds, distances, and
second distances—side-screens and perspectives—lights and shades;—
and Catherine was so hopeful a scholar that when they gained the top
of Beechen Cliff, she voluntarily rejected the whole city of Bath, as
unworthy to make part of a landscape.’

To read any text on the picturesque is instantly to fall prey to that amused
y with which Austen watches her young charge discover that nature itself is
onstituted in relation to its “capability of being formed into pictures.” For it is
fectly obvious that through the action of the picturesque the very notion of
dscape is constructed as a second term of which the first is a representation.
dscape becomes a reduplication of a picture which preceded it. Thus when we
esdrop on a conversation between one of the leading practitioners of the
tugesque, the Reverend William Gilpin, and his son, who is visiting the Lake
;&1 we hear very clearly the order of priorities.

1 a letter to his father, the young man describes his disappointment in the
irst day’s ascent into the mountains, for the perfectly clear weather insured a total
ence of what the elder Gilpin constantly refers to in his writings as effect. But

second day, his son assures him, there was a rainstorm followed by a break in
clouds.

Then what effects of gloom and effulgence. I can’t describe [them]—nor
need I—for you have only to look into your own store house [of
sketches] to take a view of them—It gave me however a very singular
pleasure to see your system of effects so compleatly confirmed as it was
by the observations of that day—wherever I turned my eyes, I beheld a
drawing of yours.5

In this discussion, it is the drawing—with its own prior set of decisions
t effect—that stands behind the landscape authenticating its claim to repre-
t nature.

The 1801 Supplement to Johnson’s Dictionary gives six definitions for the
0 picturesque, the six of them moving in a kind of figure eight around the
estion of the landscape as originary to the experience of itself. Accordin g to the
lonary the picturesque is: 1) what pleases the eye; 2) remarkable for singular-
3) striking the imagination with the force of paintings; 4) to be expressed in
ting; 5) affording a good subject for a landscape; 6) proper to take a landscape
" It should not be necessary to say that the concept of singularity, as in the
t of the definition that reads, ‘“remarkable for singularity,” is at odds semanti-
¥ with other parts of the definition, such as “affording a good subject for a

Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey, 1818, Vol. I, Chapter XIV.

 In Carl Paul Barbier, William Gilpin, Oxford, The Clarendon Press, 1963, p. 11T
- See Barbier, p. 98.
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landscape,” in which a landscape is understood to mean a type of painting,
Because that pictorial type—in all the formulaic condition of Gilpin’s “‘effects” —
is not single (or singular) but multiple, conventional, a series of recipes about
roughness, chiaroscuro, ruins and abbeys, and therefore, when the effect is found
in the world at large, that natural array 1s simply felt to be repeating another
work—a “landscape” —that already exists elsewhere.

But the singularity of ,the Dictionary’s definition deserves even further
examination. Gilpin’s Observations on Cumberland and Westmorland addresses
this question of singularity by making it a function of the beholder and the array
of singular moments of his perception. The landscape’s singularity is thus not
something which a bit of topography does or does not possess; it is rather a
function of the images it figures forth at any moment in time and the way these
pictures register in the imagination. That the landscape is not static but con-
stantly recomposing itself into different, separate, or singular pictures, Gilpin
advances as follows:

He, who should see any one scene, as it 1s differently affected by the
lowering sky, or a bright one, might probably see two very different
landscapes. He might not only see distances blotted out; or splendidly
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exhibited; but he might even see variations produced in the very objects
LhEl‘TlSCIVCS; and that merely from the different times of the day, in
which they were examined.?

With this description of the notion of singularity as the perceptual-empirical

mity of a moment of time coalesced in the experience of a subject, we feel

selves entering the nineteenth-century discussion of landscape and the belief in
e [qndlamenlal, originary power of nature dilated through subjectivity. That is
Gilpm’§ two-different-landscapes-because-two-different-times-of-day, we feei
at th-e prior condition of landscape as being already a picture is being let go of
t'Gﬂpm then continues, “In a warm sunshine the purple hills may skirt thc;
izon, and appear broken into numberless pleasing forms; but under a sullen
y a [&\tal change may be produced,” in which case, he insists, “the distant
punti..ns, and all their beautiful projection may disappear, and their place be

William Gilpin, Observations on Cumberland and Westmorland, Richmond, The Richmond

Publishing Co., 1973, p. vii. The book was written in 1772 and first published in 1786.

Gilhin Tha Warerfall 1774
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occupied by a dead flat.” Gilpin thus reassures us that the patent to the “pleasing
forms” as opposed to the “dead flat” has already been taken out by painting.
Thus what Austen’s, Gilpin’s, and the Dictionary’s picturesque reveals to yg
is that although the singular and the formulaic or repetitive may be semantically
opposed, they are nonetheless conditions of each other: the two logical halves of
the concept landscape. The priorness and repetition of pictures is necessary to the
singularity of the picturesque, because for the beholder singularity depends on
being recognized as such, a re-cognition made possible only by a prior example. If
the definition of the picturesque is beautifully circular, that is because what allows
a given moment of the perceptual array to be seen as singular is precisely its
conformation to a multiple. : orthand notation. As such, it is codifiable, recognizable. So it was both the
Now this economy of the paired opposition—singular and multiple—can v of the pochade and its abbreviated language that a critic like Chesnaud
easily be examined within the aesthetic episode that is termed the Picturesque, an i Monet's work and referred to by the way it was produced: “the chaos of
episode that was crucial to the rise of a new class of audience for art, one that was Jette scrapings,” he called it.!! But as recent studies of Monet's impressionism
focused on the practice of taste as an exercise in the recognition of singularity, e made explicit, the sketchlike mark, which functioned as the sign of sponta-
or—in its application within the language of romanticism—originality. Several de- ity, had to be prepared for through the utmost calculation, and in this sense
cades later into the nineteenth century, however, it is harder to see these terms still ontaneity was the most fakable of signifieds. Through layers of underpainting
performing in mutual interdependence, since aesthetic discourse—both official hich Monet developed the thick corrugations of what Robert Herbert calls his
and nonofficial —gives priority to the term originality and tends to suppress the ure-strokes, Monet patiently laid the mesh of rough encrustation and direc-
notion of repetition or copy. But harder to see or not, the notion of the copy 1s still nal swathes that would signify speed of execution, and from this speed, mark
fundamental to the conception of the original. And nineteenth-century practice the singularity of the perceptual moment and uniqueness of the empirical
was concerted towards the exercise of copies and copying in the creation of that - 12 On top of this constructed “instant,” thin, careful washes of pigment
same possibility of recognition that Jane Austen and William Gilpin call taste. ablish the actual relations of color. Needless to say, these operations took—with
Thiers, the ardent Republican who honored Delacroix’s originality to the point necessary drying time—many days to perform. But the illusion of
of having worked on his behalf in the awarding of important government ontaneity—the burst of an instantaneous and originary act—is the unshakable
commissions, had nevertheless set up a museum of copies in 1834. And forty years ult. Rémy de Gourmont falls prey to this illusion when he speaks in 1901 of
later in the very year of the first impressionist exhibition, a huge Musée des Copies nvases by Monet as ‘“‘the work of an instant,” the specific instant being “that
was opened under the direction of Charles Blanc, then the Director of Fine Arts. In ” in which ‘“genius collaborated with the eye and the hand” to forge “‘a
nine rooms the museum housed 156 newly commissioned full-scale oil copies of onal work of absolute originality.”!* The illusion of unrepeatable, separate
the most important masterpieces from foreign museums as well as replicas of the Stants is the product of a fully calculated procedure that was necessarily divided
Vatican Stanze frescoes of Raphael. So urgent was the need for this museum, in ] ‘1nto stages and sections and worked on piecemeal on a variety of canvases at the
Blanc’s opinion, that in the first three years of the Third Republic, all monies for me time, assembly-line style. Visitors to Monet’s studio in the last decades of his
official commissions made by the Ministry of Fine Arts went to pay for copyists.’ € were startled to find the master of instantaneity at work on a line-up of a dozen
Yet, this insistence on the priority of copies in the formation of taste hardly more canvases. The production of spontaneity through the constant overpaint-
prevented Charles Blanc, no less than Thiers, from deeply admiring Delacroix, of g of canvases (Monet kept back the Rouen Cathedral series from his dealer, for
from providing the most accessible explanation of advanced color theory then
available in print. I am referring to the Grammar of the Arts of Design, published
in 1867, and certainly the obvious text in which the budding impressionists coul
read about simultaneous contrast, complementarity, or achromatism, and be
introduced to the theories and diagrams of Chevreul and Goethe.

This is not the place to develop the truly fascinating theme of the role
e copy within nineteenth-century pictorial practice and what is emerging as
ecessity to the concept of the original, the spontaneous, the new.!® I will sim-
- say that the copy served as the ground for the development of an increas-
]y organized and codified sign or seme of spontanelty—one that G11pm had
Jed roughness, Constable had termed ‘“the chiaroscuro of nature”—by
ich he was referring to a completely conventionalized overlay of broken touches
flicks of pure white laid in with a palette knife—and Monet later called
taneity, linking its appearance to the conventionalized pictorial language of
ketch or pochade. Pochade is the technical term for a rapidly made sketch, a

_ For a discussion of the institutionalization of copying within nineteenth-century artistic
8, see Albert Boime, The Academy and French Painting in the 19th Century, London, Phaidon,

CllEd by Steven Z. Levine, “The ‘Instant’ of Criticism and Monet's Critical Instant,” Arts
azine, vol. 55, no. 7 (March 1981), 118.

See Robert Herbert, “Method and Meaning in Monet,” Art in America, vol. 67, no. 5
ber 1979), 90-108.

Cited by Levine, p. 118.

9. For details, see Albert Boime, “Le Musée des Copies,” Gazette des Beaux-Arts, LXIV (1964).
237-247.



example, for three years of reworking) employs the same aesthetic economy of the
pairing of singularity and multiplicity, of uniqueness and reproduction, that we
saw at the outset in Rodin’s method. In addition, it involves that fracturing of the
empirical origin that operates through the example of the modernist grid. But as
was true in those other cases as well, the discourse of originality in which
impressionism participates represses and discredits the complementary discourse
of the copy. Both the avant-garde and modernism depend on this repression.

#*

What would it look like not to repress the concept of the copy? What would
it look like to produce a work that acted out the discourse of reproductions
without originals, that discourse which could only operate in Mondrian’s work as
the inevitable subversion of his purpose, the residue of representationality that he
could not sufficiently purge from the domain of his painting? The answer to this,
or at least one answer, is that it would look like a certain kind of play with the
notions of photographic reproduction that begins in the silkscreen canvases of
Robert Rauschenberg and has recently flowered in the work of a group of younger
artists whose production has been identified by the critical term pictures.’ I will
focus on the example of Sherrie Levine, because it seems most radically to
question the concept of origin and with it the notion of originality.

Levine’s medium is the pirated print, as in the series of photographs she
made by taking images by Edward Weston of his young son Neil and simply
rephotographing them, in violation of Weston’s copyright. But as has been
pointed out about Weston’s ‘“‘originals,” these are already taken from models
provided by others; they are given in that long series of Greek kouroi by which the
nude male torso has long ago been processed and multiplied within our culture.®
Levine’s act of theft, which takes place, so to speak, in front of the surface of
Weston’s print, opens the print from behind to the series of models from which it,
in turn, has stolen, of which it is itself the reproduction. The discourse of the copy;
within which Levine’s act must be located has, of course, been developed by a
variety of writers, among them Roland Barthes. I am thinking of his characteriza-
tion, in S/Z, of the realist as certainly not a copyist from nature, but rather a
“pasticher,”” or someone who makes copies of copies. As Barthes says:

To depict is to . . . refer not from a language to a referent, but from one
code to another. Thus realism consists not in copying the real but in
copying a (depicted) copy. . .. Through secondary mimesis [realism]
copies what is already a copy.'®

14.  The relevant texts are by Douglas Crimp; see his exhibition catalogue Pictures, New York,
Artists Space, 1977; and “‘Pictures,” October, no. 8 (Spring 1979), 75-88.

15.  See Douglas Crimp, “The Photographic Activity of Postmodernism,” October, no. 15 (Winter
1980), 98-99.

16. Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. Richard Miller, New York, Hill and Wang, 1974, p. b5.

Sherrie Levine. Photograph by Eliot PO
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In another series by Levine in which the lush, colored landscapes of Ejjq,
Porter are reproduced, we again move through the “original” print, back
the origin in nature and—as in the model of the picturesque—through anogh
trap door at the back wall of “nature” into the purely textual construction of g
sublime and its history of degeneration into ever more lurid copies. F

Now, insofar as Levine’s work explicitly deconstructs the modernist notj
of origin, her effort cannot be seen as an extension of modernism. It is, like the
discourse of the copy, postmodernist. Which means that it cannot be seen as avang
garde either. (

Because of the criticai attack it launches on the tradition that precedes it, we
might want to see the move made in Levine’s work as yet another step in "
forward march of the avant-garde. But this would be mistaken. In deconstructi
the sister notions of origin and originality, postmodernism establishes a schi
between itself and the conceptual domain of the avant-garde, looking back at
from across a gulf that in turn establishes a historical divide. The historical peri
that the avant-garde shared with modernism is over. That seems an obvious fa
What makes it more than a journalistic one is a conception of the discourse th
has brought it to a close. This is a complex of cultural practices, among them 3

demythologizing criticism and a truly postmodernist art, both of them acting no

to void the basic propositions of modernism, to liquidate them by exposing their
fictitious condition. It is thus from a strange new perspective that we look back on
the modernist origin and watch it splintering into endless replication.

After its initial publication, “The Originality of the Avant-Garde” drew an immediate
¢ from Professor Albert Elsen, the organizer of the National Gallery of Art’s Rodin
iscovered. In a four-page letter to the editors of October, Elsen attacked the essay’s
ssion of Rodin’s relation to the question of originals and originality, dismissing any
bility that the status of these concepts might be problematic. Writing that my text seemed
ve ignored the exhibition’s catalogue, “which includes essays by the former director of the
on ‘An Original in Sculpture,” Dan Rosenfeld’s on ‘Rodin’s Carved Sculpture,’ and
on “The Gates of Hell,”” Elsen went on to repeat what he feels should by now be
us: Jean Chatelain shows that in France editions of bronzes have been traditionally
dered original. One could add that just as with prints, then and now, bronze editions
and are originals. To speak of an original Rembrandt print is no different from speak-
of an original Rodin bronze.”
Having decided that for me originality “means unique, one of a kind, ” Elsen was anx-
to counter this definition with Rodin’s own. “Rodin’s view of originality lay in his
eptions,” Elsen insists, “such as his interpretation of the story of the Burghers of
5 or his ideas of what a public monument could be, such as his Balzac. . . . In his
Rodin’s acclaim as an original artist did not rest on making one-of-a-kind sculptures.
e considered his authorized bronzes and carvings, reproduced by others, as ‘authograph’
, because they were his conceptions carried out to his standards. If a client wanted a
ly distinctive marble, he would stipulate to Rodin that the commaissioned work must
in some visible, unalterable way from any subsequent carvings of the same theme.
din’s public knew well the system of a division of labor that he inherited and relied upon
be productive and creative.”
If originality can be rendered entirely unproblematic for us, so can authenticity.
scribing Rodin’s relation to Jean Limet, the sculptor’s “favorite patineur,” Elsen adds:
rary to Krauss, Rodin had very strong and consistent views on authenticity. He
0gnized as authentic only those bronze casts he had authorized. All others he condemned as
‘Ounterfeit.”
Equally unproblematic, within this context of reproduction, is the question of repe-
ftion. Thus, “Contrary to Krauss, Rodin’s contemporaries were aware of his reutilization
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