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ABSTRACT:

LIMINAL BLANKNESS: MIXING RACE & SPACE IN
MONOCHROME’S PSYCHIC SURFACE.

ANGELINE DAWN MORRISON,

Blank space in western Art History and visual culture is something that has tended to be either
explained away, or ignored. Pictures that do not depict challenge the visual basis of the ego and
its others, confronting what I call the ‘Phallic reader’ (who sees according to the logic and rules of
the Phallogocentric system he inhabits) and potentially disturbing his sense of the visible. The
Phallic reader, the visible and the seeing ego’s sense of how to see, meet in what I call the ‘psychic
surface’. Deploying this notion of a ‘psychic surface’ allows for readings which move on from the
potentially confining logic of the Phallus. Paradoxically, the psychic structure of monochrome’s
liminal blankness is homologous to the indeterminate Mixed Race subject, whose body
transgresses not only the foundational historical binarism of ‘Black/White’, but also Lacanian
psychoanalysis. This thesis aims to concentrate on exploring blank spaces, with particular
reference to the monochrome within western Art History. Building on the considerable work
since at least the 1960s that critiques the binary logocentrism of Eurocenttic, Hegelian-originated
Art History, this thesis aims to explore the specific ways monochrome evades, undermines and
tricks commonly accepted ‘gtoundrules’ of Art History. The Phallic reader is severely restricted in
understanding that which falls outside of the signifying logic of a particular system of Art History
that follows a binary, teleological and Phallogocenttic course. Both monochrome and the Mixed
Race subject fall outside of this logic, as both contain the structure of the trick. In each case, the
trick is activated in the tension between the psychic and the optical surfaces. I suggest that
monochrome’s psychic space is pre-Phallic, a space of eternal deferral of meaning, a space that
playfully makes a nonsense of binary structures. Psychoanalysis is largely used here as an analytic
tool, but also appears as an object of critique. Art History provides an anchor for the optical
surfaces under discussion. Theories of ‘radical superfictality’ both contradict and complement
these ways of theorising the psychic surface. The trick/ster is a significant/signifiant means of
deploying interdisciplinary methodologies to negotiate this difficult terrain between Black, White
and monochrome. An interdisciplinary approach also enacts the psychic structure of
indeterminacy of my objects of study. I hope that by proposing a potential transgressive power

for those indeterminate things that continue to confound the binary systems that aim to

contextualise and confine them, I will contribute to the areas of Visual Culture and ‘Race’ Theory.
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INTRODUCTION

‘Lacan points out that there are two things that can never really be known but
are always recognized: death and the father’s role in procreation. It is the place
of the father, not the actual father, that is thus here significant, and it is to this
acknowledgement or recognition that Lacan attaches such importance. The
little boy cannot be the father, but he can be summoned for his future role in-
the-name-of-the-father. The symbolic father, for whose prehistoric death the
boy pays the debt due, is the law that institutes and constitutes human society,
culture in the fullest sense of the term, the law of order which is to be
confounded with language and which structures all human socteties, which
makes them, in fact, human.” (Mitchell 1974:391).

‘In a historic passage Mallarmé describes the terror, the sense of Sterlity, that
the poet experiences when he sits down to his desk, confronts the sheet of
paper on which his poem is supposed to be composed, and no words come to
him [...] indeed, in support of this, could one imagine anything that was more

expressive of, or would be held to exhibit more precisely the poet’s feelings of

inner devastation than the virginal paper?’ (Wollheim in Battcock {edj]
1968:388)

The world we inhabit is stuffed full of blank spaces. Moments of blankness are everywhere,
though frequently invisible — a pause in conversation for example, or the background in a picture.
Whilst these ubiquitous blanknesses tend to be read as meaningless in themselves, they also tend
to have meaning structured aronnd them. Blank spaces thus remain invisible, contextualised as
meaningless in the discourses that hide them. In the context of images that tell stories, mimic
objects from real life or at least have some kind of logic of differentiation in their surface
markings, blank or monochrome space stands out as resolutely, unashamedly illegible. The
definition of monochrome that I use here is that it may be any colour or no colour (depending on
one’s position about the status of black and white as colours, see Chapter One, note 48). If
considered as a form of abstraction, monochrome is the least legible and most non-
representational of all — it makes no attempt to tell a story, contains nothing that is visually
recognisable from everyday life, confounds any pre-existing western notions of perspective, or

figure/ground relations — in short, the least differentiated and most uniformly blank surface is the

‘most’ monochrome.
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Within the context of western Art History, monochrome has become the accepted vehicle for the
presentation of visual blankness. Monochrome is the picture that does not depict. As artist and
theorist David Batchelor describes, the blank space of monochrome is as ubiquitous as the
invisible blank spaces of everyday life, and sometimes shares with them more than we might
realise;

‘Anyone can make a monochrome, Most of us probably have made one at

some time or another, although we wouldn’t necessatily have recognised it.

And we wouldn’t necessarily need to have made one, as most of the time we

ate already surrounded by ready-made monochromes of various shapes and

sizes. The world is full of unintended, sometimes accidental, often temporary,

and mostly unnoticed monochromes.” (Batchelor 2000:151)
Like any blank space, monochrome confounds interpretation. Once blank space is foregrounded or
actively presented as a separate entity in its own right, historically recetved notions of meaning are
radically destabilised. When a spectator stands before a surface that appears to be presenting
nothing, a sort of psychic panic often ensues — what if there really 1s nothing there? This
fundamental and deep fear of nothingness — also a fear of meaninglessness — tends to result in
frantic attempts to nof see the blankness of monochrome. Many kinds of critical writing on
monochrome attempt to ‘explain away’ the blank surface, or enact attempts to find the tiniest area
of surface differentiation and cling to it resolutely. These attempts to fix meaning and re-order
the chaos, to either “fill’ the blank space or to concentrate on anything bas the surface blankness,
are what I call ‘Phallic readings’. The Phallic spectator (or critic) is someone who is in thrall to
the monarchy of fixed meaning, who inhabits the realm of that ultimate decider and fixer of
meaning: the Lacanian Phallus. Just as nature abhors a vacuum, so the Phallic reader abhors non-
meaning, rejecting it outright and sometimes using elaborate strategies to refute its possibility.
Phallic readings are characterised by an insistent avoidance of the fact that the optical surface of

monochrome presents the spectator with something illegible. Monochrome confounds attempts

to fix meaning in two main ways; first of all within its optical space (that is, the surface that we
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both see and refuse to see), then more subtly in its psychic space (the invisible, notional space of
psychic activity, which we don’t see). This results in the Phallic spectator’s increased
determination to pin down something that is fundamentally slippery, ot tricky. Monochrome’s
resistance to Phallic interpretation ensures that, ‘[tjhe monochrome is the most enigmatic icon of
modetn art’ (McEvilley 1988 [trans. Anson, 2001]:1)’; but it also, I think, begs the question of
whether monochrome is involved in some kind of psychic trickety — or at least whether, in a

Gothic spirit not usually associated with monochrome, it might conceal an unfathomable secret?

Mocking, confounding, recurring — the secret is something whose presence is perpetually as
alluring as it is elusive. The reader of Wilkie Collins’ story of the mysterious Woman in White has
an experience of the ‘Secret’ that is comparable to the experience of the spectator in front of the
blank monochrome. Collins’ ‘Secret’ is, like the monochrome, highly visible from the outset,
structuring the labyrinthine plot developments around itself — yet throughout it also remains
maddeningly just out of reach.

‘Was it possible that appearances in this case had pointed one way while the

truth lay all the while unsuspected in another direction? [...] Here — if I could

find it — here was the approach to The Secret, hidden deep under the surface of

the apparently unpromising story which I had just heard’ (Collins 1994
[1868]:426).

The fugitive quality of ‘The Secret’ in Collins’ novel —~ the destabilising effects of the mad desire-
to-know that 1t creates, its simultaneous qualities of high visibility and total ilegibility, its eternal
trickery of the reader by eluding interpretation — make it an apposite analogy for the blank space
of the monochrome surface within the story of western Art History. The subject of Mixed Race,
understood for the purposes of this argument as both Black and White®, who lives in a society
structured by the foundational binary ‘Black/White’, can also be said to contain a ‘Secret’ in much
the same way as she can be said to have been ‘blanked’ — (2)voided, rendered invisible and
inaudible. In this case extreme measures to conceal this ‘racial’ secret are sometimes taken,

especially in cases where the Mixed Race subject wishes to ‘pass’, usually for White®. Sara Jane
14



Johnson, the cold and strange protagonist of Douglas Sitk’s melodramatic film Imitation of Life,
(1959: Dir. Sirk) is an example of this. Rejecting her mother and erasing her background, she will
go to any lengths to be considered White. The radical and ongoing erasure which she performs on
hetself 1s intended to cancel out the residual ‘Black blood’ which does not really show in her
teatures; eventually allowing her to present herself as a tabula rasa, a blank, White woman,
Instead, all she achieves is emotional weariness (the attempted erasure is endless, since the
coveted ‘real Whiteness’ can never be anything more than a phantasy), loneliness and pain. In
Sara Jane Johnson, the secret, the trickster and the trick find a meeting-ground. Whilst she
delights in successfully ‘tricking’ those she meets about her ‘racial’ identity, the trick itself,

(homologous to the secret) asserts itself and has the last laugh.

James Weldon Johnson’s 1912 classic, Autobiography of an Ex-Colonred Man, shows a similar
meeting-place of the secret, the trickster and the trick. The hero is a light-complexioned man
who did not discover that he was ‘a Nigger’ until he was a schoolchild. In disclosing his ‘secret’
he writes,

‘I know that I am playing with fire, and I feel the thrill which accompanies that

most fascinating pastime; and, back of it all, I think I find a sort of savage and

diabolical desire to gather up all the little tragedies of my life, and turn them

into a practical joke on society.’” (Johnson 1912:1)
The laughter here has no joy; it is the laughter of mockery, or the ironic laughter of resigned
acceptance. In both the above examples, the Mixed Race subject presents problems for the
Phallic system of interpretation which would assign them a Black identity on the basis of a single
drop of ‘tainted’ ancestral blood. Both characters play a trick on the system that wishes to classify
them, the trick depending entirely on that system’s commitment to reading the distinction
Black/White as a binary opposition. The characters always e/ude classification — when identities

are assigned them, they always exceed them at the same time as being unable to fill them.

Successful ‘passing’ depends on tricking the classificatory system, which always operates from

15



outside of the subject. The success of this trick, in turn, depends upon how ‘convincing’ the
physical appearance, phenotype or optical surface, looks to the outside system. In terms of a
psychic structure, Mixed Race people are multiple with shifting identities, and such a structure
cannot be accommodated by a system whose judgements are binary. In cases where a subject’s
optical surface visibly confounds the structure’s foundational binary, the system is doubly

confounded, its ego disturbed by the evidence of split subjectivity that 1s staring it in the face.

There are many different kinds of blank space within Art History, and many different ways of
framing, conceptualising and ‘making’ blankness; just as there ate many more ways of being
Mixed Race than the ‘Black/ White’ model. The varieties of mixture are as endless as the varieties
of life-experience that the Mixed subject may relate. This fact, combined with the lack of fixed
geographical or cultural communities of Mixed Race people (with the exception of such
communities as the ‘Cape Coloureds’ of South Africa, or the established Mixed Race community
of Liverpool 1), makes it almost impossible for anyone to speak on behalf of all Mixed Race
subjects. It is for this reason that the story of each Mixed Race individual becomes vitally
important, as Mixed Race identit/es continually defy categorisation as a simple, single thing.
American artist Isa Dean, who is of Mixed Race, writes in her artists’ statement,

‘Who is the “tragic mulatto”? She is both “not Black enough” and “not White
enough”. Her position lies in the middle, both undefined and ambiguous. As
the product of Black/White miscegenation (rarely discussed and once
outlawed), her story continues publicly unnoticed and seldom told. This 1s my

story.” (Dean 2001: www.digitalid.8m.net/isa. html)
Such stories are seldom told because they cause discomfort to a system that demands that
someone be either Black, or White. I want to consider that the psychic indeterminacy of the
monochrome sutface causes a parallel discomfort to its own system, continually presenting that
system with the possibility that the mastery and classificatory powers that the system wishes to
believe it has, are nothing but an illusion. Just as the Mixed Race subject is not reducible to Black

or White, so monochrome is not reducible to either side of the representational binary of
16



‘full/empty’, ‘meaning/non-meaning’ or ‘information/no information’. Just as the monochrome
is stmultaneously fetishised and illegible, so the subject of Mixed Race is also endlessly fetishised
(as a sexual prize or object of obsessive classificatory legislation, for example) and illegible (she
will always be something other than what a category can provide for her). In each case, the

endless play of possibilities within mean that fixed meaning is always slipped out of.

Unique within Art History in its resistance to interpretation, monochrome cannot easily be seen
as a ‘genre’ of painting in the usual sense. Although critics such as French Art Historian Denys
Riout (1996) have made good cases for likening monochrome to a genre, I take the position that
monochrome is nothing like a genre®. Showing none of the conceptual or chronological cohesion
necessary to a genre, each time monochrome appears, it seems that it 1s called upon to represent a
different cause. As Briony Fer points out, the Black Square of Malevich (often, as we shall see in
Chapter One, cited as the proto-monochrome of western Art History), has been called upon as an
eloquent recruit for various causes, such as, ‘the original “conceptual” idea, as an anti-art gesture
akin to Duchamp’s, or as the exemplification of the purely aesthetic principle of form as such;
[...] it could be pure Idea or material object, exalted or grounded in matter.’ (Fer 1997:10). We
might add to these the other tried and tested readings of monochrome that present themselves
with wearying regularity. These count among their number the ‘Spiritual’ discourses, traceable at
least as far back as the Nineteenth Century movement of Theosophy, via Kandinsky’s musings on
colour and composition. Blankness here has meaning, but the meaning is something utterly and

" inevitably cabalistic. This of course can be a good thing for Phallic writers with a penchant for
conjecture; one can never really be proved wrong by that which is eternally esoteric. Writing
about Malevich’s White on White, Carter Ratcliff provides an example of such conjecture

masquerading as certainty;

[--.] the Malevich who struggles here against selfhood has become an
exemplar of Modernist individuality. His monochrome is the emblem of failed
saintliness.” (Ratcliff 1981:112)
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Other common critical interpretations of monochrome include the categorisation of anything
blank as being ‘about’ Minimalism (eg Fried 1998a:149). Equally popular but far more related to
specific art historical doctrines are the various ‘endist’ discourses that monochrome invites (eg
Rodchenko, 1921). The problem with the ‘endist’ discourses is, quite simply, that they don’t
work. ‘Endist’ writings have kept on coming back with a frequency and regularity as marked as
those with which the monochrome itself continues its seductive dance of disappearance and re-
appearance. Painting, like a rebellious revenant, carries on regardless of declarations of its death ~

which goes to prove that whatever it was that ‘ended’, it certainly wasn’t painting.

Other tried, tested and (apparently) re-usable ways of approaching the monochrome surface
include discourses about nothingness and emptiness, and that the monochrome represents a
rejection of academic traditions such as perspective and narrative in painting. Less common is
the discourse discussed closely in Chapter One, that of mocking laughter. These written
discourses of monochrome share a Phallic avoidance of monochrome’s complex surface
illegibility, of the fact that what takes place in the surface resists reading. Perhaps this means that it
is precisely this resistance to reading that we should #ry 70 read. This thesis aims to read these
resistances in light of the possibility that Phallic readings of monochrome are structured by fear.
Firstly there 1s the fear of meaninglessness — a fear that the Phallic ego could not stand to stare in
the face, since it would present that ego with the reality of its powerlessness to decipher. Also,
however, there is the fear that the Phallic system’s phantasy of its own unified nature will be
shown up by blank or illegible aesthetic space as a phantasy — which would in turn cause the
system to fear the collapse of its dominance. I will argue in Chapter Three for a ‘racing’ of the
Lacanian Phallus that should parallel way the way in which the Phallus has been gendered. I
suggest that the characteristics, functions and attributes of the Phallus align it with Whiteness as
well as patriarchy, so that the Phallic system of western Art History is exposed as a normatively

White system. The capacity of the Phallus of western Art History to decide meaning 1s
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destabilised, continually, by that which refuses to be decided. The Mixed Race subject in
racialised society, who also cannot be ‘decided’ despite frantic attempts by the system, also poses

a threat to the system’s phantasies of mastery and intactness.

I have chosen to confine this study to monochromes that appear and re-appear in western visual
culture, in the knowledge that non-western monochromes or blank spaces catry quite different
meanings from their western counterparts. ‘Art History’ as a discipline has a specifically
European provenance, traceable first to Italy with Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574) and his Lives of the
Artists often understood as the first art historical text proper’. This text set the tone for the kind
of linear, teleological historiography of style following on from style that charactenises the kind of
traditional western academic Art History that I refer to in this thesis as ‘received’. The basis of
Art Historical education is in western philosophical thought, specifically in the writings of
Eighteenth century German historian Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768), whose beliefs
underscore much of what today is considered conventional Art History. Winckelmann’s main
area of study was the classical art of ancient Greece. Like his contemporaries, he believed in the
godlike genius of the Greek mind. Winckelmann however made no mention of the African
sources of ancient Greek and Roman art — that is, the art of the ancient Egyptian civilisation ~
and so his writings went a long way towards what has been, until very recently, Art History’s
passionate policing of its western, White parameters®. Traditional western Art History has been
identified as a Phallogocenttic discourse for some decades now — Linda Nochlin’s essay Wby Have
There Been No Great Women Artists? (1971) is frequently used as a discussion aid for students on the
patriarchal nature of the recording of art and its histories. Whilst the gender balance within
western Art History is at least under discussion, the position of the Black artist within western Art
History has remained — until comparatively recently with artists such as Chris Ofili, Isaac Julien or

Kara Walker — one of almost total invisibility, I understand western Art History hete as 2

kinship system, where rules of lineage and heritage apply. In this White family with its ancient
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pedigree, monochrome is the ‘black sheep’ or mote specifically, the embarrassing Mixed Race
relative. Monochrome is a wild card whose unpredictability disturbs the system it occupies. Both
the monochrome work and the Mixed Race subject exist in homologous conditions of liminality
or in-between-ness (although the latter often wears this in-between-ness literally on her body,
whilst the former disguises it with an optical surface that is apparently unified). In both cases, it is
the relation of subject (or object) to the system that attempts to force it to conform that is
important; and it is in this relationship, which happens in the psychic as well as the social space,
that transgressive potential can be found. The Mixed Race subject confounds the fixed notion of
‘either Black or White’ by existing in liminality; the monochrome confounds fixed meaning by
presenting unity optically, but existing in liminality psychically. In both cases, their respective
binary systems cannot hold them and they continually cause friction at the edges of those systems.
In otrder to explore this, [ will consider monochromes whose blankness is that of erasure or
subtraction (such as Rauschenberg’s Erased de Kooning Drawing), those that are about accumulation
(such as the monochromes of Alan Chatlton), and I will also consider monochromy as a principle
at work in organised surface composition (Chapter Two). Each use of blankness activates
different experiences of the blank, and I wish to show that what appears to be a lack of

signification is in fact a complex and problematic significatory mode.

Within a tradition like ‘Phallic’ Art History that relies on the fixing of meaning, spaces which
repeatedly resist interpretation act like mirrors to the system, reflecting the system back at itself
and forcing it to question its authority. The binarist tradition that Art History resides in (a
tradition identifted by Derrida as the Logocentrism that dominates western metaphysics) is
interrupted by the Derridean #ndecdable, which I suggest works in a similar way to both the
monochrome and the Mixed Race subject. That which the ruling White Phallus does not
recognise or cannot categotise, it will judge illegible, nonsensical, and sometimes of little ot no

value. Neither one thing nor another, neither everything nor nothing, the undecidable acts as a
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perpetual thorn in the side of the Logocentric system, which will sometimes go to great lengths to

disavow the presence of the undecidable.

One way of disavowing a problem is to absorb and claim it. Despite its initial shock-value,
monochrome has for some time now been accepted as a signifier of ‘high art’. This is partly to do
with its profound illegibility, and the popular social equation of ‘high art’ with ‘inscrutability’
which has been attributed to White masculine bourgeois attempts to gain control over meaning.
Yasmina Reza’s 1994 play, Ar, relies on this assumption as the carrier of the play’s action (see
Chapter One), and monochrome’s popularity within the corporate sector also attests to this
‘instant art’ status’. ‘This is all down to the radical illegibility of the surface, a quality that also
means many people will simply write off monochrome as an example of the Emperor’s New
Clothes. Novellist Dave McKean writes,

‘T think there’s one of these blank canvases in every museum in the world.

They must come with the building. “Here’s the lease, here’s the key, and here’s

the large matt-black painting with the free, incomprehensible title.” * (McKean

1998:370)
Monochrome introduces chaos into the system it inhabits primanly by foregrounding the
blankness that is usually understood to signify background, thus disturbing the received optical
logic - the solid ground’ — of painting. Monochrome also introduces chaos into the stories the
west tells itself about the origins of pictographic art. These largely seem to have representation,

mirroring, resemblance, mimesis at their heart (though E.H Gombrich reminds us that these

resemblances are always mediated, ‘Nature reflected in art always reflects the artist’s own mind’

(Gombrich 1984[1950]:338), and monochrome puts mimesis in crisis®

. As an organising
principle, the value of mimesis is seemingly irrefutable; western epistemological systems have

traditionally relied on notions of resemblance, mimesis and similarity as ways of weighing and

measuring the world. Images have a powerful part to play in this organising of the world;
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“The image is not simply a particular kind of sign but a fundamental principle of
what Michel Foucault would call “the Order of Things”. The image is the
general notion, ramified in various specific similitudes (convenientia, aemulatio,
analogy, sympathy) that holds the world together with “figures of knowledge” °.
(Mitchell 1987:11)

The four main modes of analysing the world as pointed out by Michel Foucault in the story of
western knowledge — convenience, emulation, analogy and sympathy — are all fundamentally
mimetic’. One of the major ways in which the monochrome acts as a perpetually re-appearing
embodiment of chaos is in the fact that it seems to resemble, mimic or represent nothing. Mimesis

holds the meaningful world together, and monochrome is the nemesis of mimesis.

Monochrome has ‘turned up’ in western art history on numerous occasions, with an inevitability
that is sometimes measured, sometimes surprising. From the imaginary monochromes of
Nineteenth Century France', through Malevich’s Black Square of 1915, Yves Klein’s iconic blue
monochromes, Ad Reinhardt’s white monochromes and the minimalist traditions, and finally to
the contempotary Brittsh monochromists like Zebedee Jones or David Batchelor — monochrome
has persisted as a method of framing or presenting blankness. Maurice Besset, in & 988 foreword
to the Lyon monochrome retrospective, Conlenr Senle: L'Expérience du Monochrome begins to suggest
the transgressive nature of monochrome. Composition here is, ‘the supreme gift of the western
traditions of visual art’, and the monochrome artist is involved in a conscious decision to ‘reject’
this gift (Besset 1988 [Trans. Anson 2001:2])"". An uncommon, and possibly highly productive
way of considering these endless returns might be to suggest that perhaps monochrome also plays
a ttick, laughs at the expense of the Phallic system it occupies. In terms of the Freudian psychic
economy, that which is condemned to endless return is un-symbolisable, un-assimilable to the
ego. Monochrome as an art form has been ‘assimilated’ into the art wotld, but what
monochrome actually s remains elusive. The ‘Sectet’, of coutse, is not necessarily the thing which

cannot be symbolised or assimilated, but may indeed be the fact that there is a persistent, nigpling

and ever-present concept that is continually trying to break the existing boundaries. The ‘Secret’
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may even be the source of the mocking laughter, especially if the ‘Secret’ is the knowledge that

what the System imagines as its own unity and mastery is nothing but an imagining'“.

In aiming to exploit the blankness or illegibility of the monochrome surface, my approach is
radically superficial. I want an epistemology of suspicion; I do not trust what is immediately
visible on monochrome’s optical sutface, and suspect that monochrome is deeply involved in
some kind of psychic trickery. Whether the trickery is harmless, impish fun or a more sinister
kind of mockery remains to be seen. As with the Jamaican trickster figure of Anansi the Spider,
or the Morris Fool of English folk traditions, it seems possible that all systems allow for a “Wild
Card’. I think, however, that differences exist between these Wild Cards. A figure such as the
Morris Fool has his activities prescribed and confined to particular dates in the year, to specific
social occastons and customs. Even his movements are mapped and socially agreed before he
begins; the Fool’s actual agency is severely limited. If he dresses up as a King to mock the power
of Royalty, this mockery already has an imposed time limit, and everyone involved in the titual
knows that sooner or later the system they have just transgressed will get the better of them once
again. Anansi the Spider is slightly different in that the common thread running through all his
tales is his proficiency at being a jinal, or confidence trickster”. Anansi always manages to get the
better of a range of other characters, from his superiors to his peers, even his own wife and
children. In each case the spider satisfies his selfish aims, but in the majority of cases a horrible
punishment befalls him. A punishment frequently associated with “Trickster’ figures from many
different cultures is that of castration. This sets the trickster up in a perpetually adversarial
relationship with the system (which, crucially, he is able to trick by virtue of his own doubleness;
Jung for example describes the trickster archetype as having a divine/animal nature), but it also
sets the trickster up in a perpetual relation to castration and disempowerment. Both the figure of
Anansi and that of the Fool are examples of the way that tricksters can perform their functions in

systems because the system, crucially, alows i£. Since the trickster relies on the system’s

23



permission, it is the system that ultimately has the power and the trickster, (like the ‘Mulatto’) is
always already castrated. What the system can less easily control, however, is the #rick, which
exists independently of the body of the trickster. The figure of the trickster might be a useful way
of examining what it is that the notion of the psychic surface allows us to read. A more

productive view, however, might be to consider the monochrome and the Mixed Race subject as

psychically homologous to the structure of the #rick.

The undecidable condition of simultaneous illegibility and high visibility is a condition
monochrome shares with the subject of Mixed Race in White western society; neither fully White
nor fully Black but both at once and something else besides, a weird kind of monochrome, at
once more than one colour and the absence of colour: indeterminate. Since indeterminate things
refuse to be held down by single, fixed or Phallic interpretations, my methodology will be
necessarily interdisciplinary. Neither Art History nor Cultural Studies, neither Visual Culture nor
Psychoanalytic Studies nor Poststructuralism nor Semiotics, but 2 combination of all of these and
some other things, this thesis aims to body forth the undecidable nature of monochrome in order
to try and say something about its illegibility. I hope that a full reflexivity, or mirroring will take
place — that this thesis will mirror the psychic surface effects of monochrome within western Art
History, and the surface effects of the ‘indeterminate’ body of the Mixed Race subject in White
western society . If there is 2 methodological bias, it will be towards Psychoanalysis. This is
because Psychoanalysis, in particular Freudian and Lacanian analysis, has traditionally concerned
itself with the study of places where meaning resisss. Psychoanalysis also recognises the
importance of that which is either invisible, not immediately visible, or signalled and ighored. If
monochrome uses psychic sleight-of-hand to perform its trickery, it is most likely that
Psychoanalysis can help to expose its workings. For this reason, I will ‘not simply apply
psychoanalysis to a reading of cultural forms. The question is, how do you analyse the dynamics

ot culture differently once you recognise the centrality of the unconscious?” (Donald 1991:3). A
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little like a symptom, the monochrome within western art history displays itself clearly and in
direct contrast (if not opposition) to its context. Its apparent contempt for interpretation is the
clearest sign of its difference and uncategorisability. I will look at the ways in which monochrome
Is a perpetual corrupter and confuser of received, normative notons that have previously
provided structure, coherence, cohesion. I will argue that the surface illegibility of monochrome
may have to do with its location in the prelinguistic space of the Lacanian Real, anterior to lack”.
If monochrome exists in the Real, the Phallus cannot enter or stop the continual shifting play of
signifiers, and cannot decide on any definite meaning. The appatent smooth, undifferentiated
calm of monochrome’s optical surface tricks the Phallic viewer into avoiding engagement with the
uninterrupted shifting of signifying chains in its invisible psychic space. Similatly, the
appearances of Mixed Race bodies, despite Phallic attempts to pin them down to a single fixed
‘Black’ identity, can conceal any variety of identities, endlessly slipping through identity-definitions

and rendering them meaningless.

So as you can see, I have a story to tell. It is partly a story about a trickster, but more so the story
of a successful trick. The trick’s subtlety, ingenuity and success depended on the desire of its
audience. Once the audience longed to be amazed and impressed — essentially, giving permission
to be fooled — then the conjuror was free to pursue pretty much whatever she wanted. In this
case, 2 demonic idea came to the conjuror. Supposing she conjured a space that appeared entirely
blank and illegible, inserting this space into a discourse that demands a critical and theoretical
response, thus causing thousands upon thousands of words to have been written in an attempt to
understand it? Imagine, all those words, uttetly wasted! But the conjuror realised that this was
pure pantomime, the mere sequinned-and-feathered costume of the trick. This was not the trick
itself, but concealed the sleight-of-hand in a remarkably successful way. The conjuror had enticed
the desire of the audience into the heart of her trickery — a desire she needed for the successful

operation of the trick — then proceeded to mock and to deride the very desire itself. The trick
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was a skilful double-bluff. Of course there couldn’t be nothing there, there had to be something
— ot at least, a special kind of nothing that is rich with meaning. Gradually, then with gathering
momentum, more and more words began to be written about the conjuror’s nothingness-trick,
each more futile and wasteful than the last, because each missed the point of the secret of the
trick. The secret was that the fr7ck was in fact a message for the code, a mirror in which the code
should examine itself. The code would not accept the challenge, and thus the tricky mirror

returned...

! La peinture monochrome est icone la plus énigmatique de Part moderne’ (McEvilley 1988:1). Please note that the
original essay, published in the exhibition catalogue for the 1988 Lyon show, Cowleur Seule: L'Experience du Monocihrome,
was not available in an English translation. The catalogue itself has proved impossible to locate, with even the British
Library unable to help, 1am grateful to my Ph.D colleague Mary Anson for translating the original French catalogue
essays, and to Véronique Fouilloux at the Musée St. Pierre d’Art Moderne in Lyon, for kindly sending me photocopies of
these essays.

* The term ‘Mixed Race’ is used here to describe a person who has one Black parent and one White parent; or who
has one Mixed Race parent and one Black parent, or any other possible variation that can be conceived. I wish to
stress that I lean towards the ‘Black/White’ model for the purposes of my argument in this thesis, and not because I
believe that a person needs to have some White, or some Black in them in before they may be considered ‘Mixed
Race’. 1 very much wish to stress that I am mindful of the Mixed Race or Multiethnic people who express concern
about what they see as the ‘dominant’ social stereotype of ‘Mixed Race’ as being ‘Black/White’ (sce for example
Mahtani, M & Moreno, A (2001) ‘Same Difference: Towards A More Unified Discourse in ‘Mixed Race’ Theory’ in
Parker & Song [eds] (2001) London, Pluto Press). As regards the term ‘Mixed Race’, it is surrounded by much
debate., The term is not readily accepted by some, and reviled by others. As far as I know, there does not yet exist
any adequate terminology to describe, happily, the person whose skin colour, hair type and facial features show
clearly that they are of a ‘racially’ mixed genetic inheritance. Many new terms are put forward, (eg Multiracial,
Multiethnic, Mixed Heritage) all of which are intended to help fix the problem of definition that seems inescapable
for the Mixed Race subject, but I wonder if it is really possible to find a term that is acceptable to everyone. For
example, in the case of Black/White people, ‘dual heritage’ is intended to fix the problems that so many people have
with the existing, often racist terminologies (eg, ‘half caste’), but this term is still relatively new. Jayne Ifekwunigwe
(1999) suggests the term m¢#is(e) to describe a Mixed Race subject, since this term does not have automatic
associations of ‘Black/White’ and its meaning is mutable. This term is traditionally used in Canada to describe
people who are part First Nation and part White. The Hawaiian pidgin term ‘Hapa’ is also currently considered
useful, especially since it has no negative connotations. Hawaii has a long cultural tradition of public acceptance and
recognition of various Mixed Race groups and individuals. At the moment, ‘Hapa’ tends to be used to describe
someone with Asian and White heritage.

* Although ‘passing’ for Black does occur (see Piper, Adrian (1992) ‘Passing for White, Passing for Black’ in Transition
58:4-32), the term “passing’ is usually only used to describe the actions of people of Mixed Race who wish to be
considered White. ‘Passing’ 1s full of negative connotations of inauthenticity, of letting the side down, or of ‘selling
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out’ for personal gain. It is interesting that there is a tendency for Mixed Race subjects who wish to identify as Black
— Hollywood actress Halle Berry, for example, or British musician Ms. Dynamite — to experience an unproblematic
acceptance of their wishes (though this does, of course, depend on how well the optical surface of this subject is
deemed to fit). Such people are in the fortunate position of rarely, if ever, being accused of ‘passing’. I suspect
however that 1f such people were to express a wish that they be considered White, (which, theoretically, having one

White parent they should be allowed to do), they would become objects of ridicule. I think that White Studies needs
to consider the problem posed to it by the subject of Mixed Race who is White in as complex, problematic and

otentially destabilising a way as she is Black. These issues will be discussed 1n more detail later on.

Other examples of this school of thought include French artist Bernard Aubertin, allied to the ‘Group Zero’ art
collective, who published an article in Dynamo in 1960 that also made a case for the monochrome as an actual school
or genre within art history, similar to Cubism, and as important.
> During a dinner party in Rome in 1546, Cardinal Farnese asked Vasari to assemble ‘a catalogue of artists and their
works, listed in chronological order.” The result was The Lives of the Most Exccellent Painters, Sculptors and Architects, first

published in Florence in 1550.
5 My position about the automatic categorisation of non-westemn visual culture as ‘art’, is that it involves the

application of a western historical paradigm that is not necessarily appropnate. As with the walk-on part played by

African masks in the story of the development of the Modernist aesthetic, to refer unproblematically to non-western

visual culture as ‘art’ is simply another instance of cultural colonialism, Applying the name of ‘art’ to non-western

visual culture constitutes an insidious appropriation of culture by the western world, and an application of its own
standards of excellence. One should always be vigilant about asking who 1s doing the categorising, and in this case, it
is western Art Historians. African American artist David Hammons says, Tt all depends on who is seeing and we’ve
been depending on someone else’s sight [...] We need to look and decide.’

7 Monochrome’s apparent illegibility is a key factor in its corporate popularity ~ that which appears to be about

nothing cannot be controversial.

® Plato’s analogy of the cave, where the passage of dim shadows enchants the prisoner in the cave, is a2 good example

of a story of the mimetic onigins of drawing. Another ‘origins of drawing’ myth that is clearly concerned with the

mimetic 1s the story of the Greek maiden Butades, who lovingly traced the outline of her banished lover’s shadow on

a wall. His likeness acted as a comfort to Butades, helping her to keep the image of hts face alive in her heart. In

some way, this kind of graven likeness may also work to the denial of absence, as the Egyptian mummy helped to

keep the idea of the finality of death at bay (see Chapter Two).

>'The impression is that here, Foucault’s presentation of the story of western philosophy is a relentlessly teleological

one, one that believes in the fundamental value of progress as a thing in itself, one that embraces the Qatest version’

whatever the consequences.

0Here I am grateful to Professor David Cottington for translating the documents containing information about these

‘pleasantries’. For more information, see Riout, Denys (1996) “The History of the Monochrome: From Humour to

High Art and Back Again’,

11 Ce travail de qualification est évidemment orienté par l'intention méme qui a dicté au peintre sa decision
rimordiale de rejecter la donnée maitresse de la tradition occidentale des arts visuels: Ia composition.” (Besset 1988:ii)
* Deborah J. Haynes’ 1995 book, Bakhtin and the Visual Arts (Cambridge University Press), includes a discussion on

Malevich’s Biack Square (pp144-155). However, her analysis does not include notions of ‘carnival’ or ritual as I wish

to use them here.

' Anansi’s origins are in the folklore of the Ashanti of Ghana. However, since my own knowledge of Anansi comes

primarily from hearing my family tell the Jamaican versions of the Anansi stories, I tend to refer to this trickster

character as Jamaican’. Por Anansi stories, and studies on the Trickster figure in general, see for example: Hynes,

William J. & Doty, William G. [eds] (1993) Mythical Trickster Figures: Contours, Contexcts and Criticisms Tuscaloosa,

University of Alabama Press. Of particular interest in this book are: Hynes & Doty’s ‘Historical Overview of

Theoretical Issues: The Problem of the Trickster’ (1993:13-32), and Robert Relton’s essay, ‘West African Tricksters:

Web of Purpose, Dance of Delight’ (Relton in Hynes & Doty [eds] 1993:122-140). Books of Anansi stories are easy

to find and include the following; Temple, Frances (1998) Tiger Soup: An Anansi Story from Jamaica (New York,

Orchard Books), or McDermott, Gerald (1987) Anansi the Spider: A Tals from the Ashanti (Henry Holt & Co.)

“Any attempt I might make to mimic the optical, rather than the psychical, effects of monochrome would result in a

blank thesis.

> Please note the system I will use in this thesis to distinguish between words which could mean more than one
thing. References to the Lacanian Phallus, Real, Imaginary and Symbolic will be capitalised, to distinguish them from
the human phallus, reality, imagination and symbols. When White and Black are used to refer to human skin or

‘race’, they will be capitalised. Where white and black are seen with no capitals, they are to be taken to refer to paint,
or to colour in general.

27



Chapter One:

NEITHER GENRE NOR COUNTER-GENRE:
MONOCHROME & THE WILD CARD’S ETERNAL
RETURNS

1:0 Introduction 29
1:1  French Connections: Blank Satire vs. Blank Virtuosity 33

1:2  The Square, the Rectangles and the Nemesis of Mimesis 49

1:3 Monochrome: Art or Object? 64
1:4 The Monochrome World of Yves Klein 15
1:5 The Monochrome Sublime: Barnett Newman 85
1:6 Conclusion 21

28



1:0  Introduction

This chapter aims to look at some of the (dis)guises of the monochrome as eternally returning
wild card or trickster, bringer of chaos, trangressor of ‘meaning’. I wish to explore the potential
that monochrome has for being a painterly category of indeterminacy, a straddler of the Cartesian
dyadic divide of res cogrtans vs res extensae, and an outcast within a White Phallogocentric system.
This suggestion of ‘wild card’ status would negate any attempt at a linear, teleological ‘historical
overview’. Instead I aim to 1solate and discuss some prior moments within western Art History
when blankness has appeared and, crucially, when it has appeared in the guise of ‘art’. I also want
to begin asking questions about the nature and circumstances of these different blanknesses, the
kinds of 1llegibility they present and the potential they have for transgression within their system,
and to set up this line of questioning for the following chapters. [ also wish to show how
monochrome and the Mixed Race subject both describe the movement of a perpetual oscillation,
thus disturbing a system that expects a linear progression. I will allow for the possibility that the
slippery, indeterminate blankness of monochrome is structured as a trick, and consider the ways
in which the activities of both monochrome and the Mixed Race subject in theit respective
classificatory systems are, in some way, ‘tticky’. In terms of the notion of ‘family resemblances’
mentioned in the Introduction, the monochromes in this section can be said to have White
‘ancestral’ status, appearing as ‘art’ at moments historically ptior to those discussed later in the
thesis. Iam aware that this sounds suspiciously like a seatch for ‘origins’, and wish to make it
clear that this study does not equate prior chronological appearance with greater worth, value or
interest. If the monochromes are in some way White, their Whiteness is of the same troubled,
unacknowledged and disruptive kind as the Whiteness that is worn, to varying degrees, on the
body of the ‘Black/White’ Mixed Race subject of this thesis. Monochrome is understood here as

a re-occurring concept within an established system which has its own applicable rules of kinship,
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ineage and heredity. Within this system monochrome, in its continued and near-random

appearances, can be read as counter-teleological.

Indeterminate things slip between the oppositional categories a Logocentric system sets up for
the purposes of definition and pinning down; they make themselves impossible to catch., This is
especially the case with monochtome because it s now unproblematically accepted as ‘art’.
Innumerable exhibitions have been dedicated to the history of monochrome and to its various
‘guises’, pethaps the most important of which is Monaochrome Malerei (Monochrome Painting),
Leverkusen, 1960. Denys Riout describes this as,
‘[...] a landmark event|...] that marks a qualitative transition, the point at

which the monochrome 1s seen as a unifying theme, a genre. A new situation

arises in which no painter doing a2 monochrome can fail to be aware that he is

working in a constituted tradition.” (Riout in Millet 1996:20)"
By 1960 then, according to Riout, it was impossible for a painter to make a blank space without
an awareness that this could now be named: monochrome. Monochrome Malerei was the initial
performative act of naming monochrome: afterwards it became easier for curators to frame
monochrome as a genre with a history. Denys Riout published an article in 1989 called, La
Peinture Monochrome: Une Tradition Niée’ (Monochrome Painting: A Denied Tradition), where he proposed
that there was an identifiable tradition, if not exactly a history or ‘genre’, of monochrome

painting. Maurice Besset also cites monochrome’s near-impossibility to categorise (though here

he seems to see it as painting only);

‘Indeed, since the monochrome is neither a subject, nor a “genre”, but a mode
— the limit of the existence of painting and a tool, the use of which is inscribed
in the logic of disparate approaches, of which it is never the point of departure
and not necessarily the conclusion — its history develops in a discontinuous
manner. Neither the traditional game of chrono-geological affiliations, nor that
of a regrouping by way of thematic affinities, permit the bringing together of
the diversity of its sporadic appearances to a coherent collection.” (Besset 1988
[Trans.Anson 2001:3))?.

It is interesting that Besset explicitly conceptualises monochrome as a ‘tool’. 1 would prefer to

suggest that monochrome is more of a lens through which to see. This approach, an alternative
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to the more usual classification as an ‘object’ or part of a ‘genre’, suggests two important things.
Firstly, it suggests an agency of some kind for monochrome. There 1s more to each of these
diverse blank spaces than simple absence of figuration; these blanknesses can be deployed,
activated in a variety of potential ways to provide unexpected readings. In allowing for the
possibility of monochtrome as something that can be an active lens, Besset’s interpretation
facilitates a radical departure from Phallic readings of monochrome. Secondly however, and
unwittingly, Besset provides monochrome with a homologous structure to that of the Mixed Race
subject within Whiteness. That which is ‘never the point of departure and not necessarily the
conclusion’ can also be seen as the uncomfortable middle-ground which cannot be forced to
stand unproblematically for one thing; which will never achieve the noble status original or final;
which is understood to be endlessly and sporadically appearing. The ‘discontinuous’ history, the
pointlessness of attempting to play ‘chrono-geological affiliations’, and the impossibility of putting
together a ‘coherent collection’ are as true of the Mixed Race subject in the White west as they are
of the blank space of monochrome. Both share the status of outsider, and both share the burden
that, to the system they occupy, they make no ‘coherent’ sense. Both share the disruptive status

of trickster or ‘wild card’.

Besset also identified three ‘key moments’ in its history: eatly 1950s New York (all about a refusal
of the iconography of archetypes, and of gestural abstraction), 1960s Europe (with Group Zero
and their Malevich-inspired preoccupation with imageless painting), and finally back to New York
in the 1980s, when ‘radical painting’ forged an interest in holistic approaches to the canvas. The
important aspect of all this is repetition. 1 want to examine the phenomenon of monochrome’s
eternal returns, but to do this there first needs to be an engagement with some of the accepted
definitions and discoutses that surrounded monochrome at the times of its appearances. Some of
these ‘guises’ will be examined here; othets in later chaptets where they can be more suitably

aligned to other concerns inherent in monochrome. This will enable a concentration on the
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phenomenon of repetition that so suffuses any attempted examination of the monochrome

surface, its affects and effects.

A little like a thorn in an item of clothing, the wild card or trickster will make its presence felt
continually (and not necessarily comfortably), and it won’t stop until it is found and examined.
Monochrome has never really been examined, palpated like 2 patient; it seems that instead it has
been theorised aronnd. This is particulatly true of the psychic space 1 am proposing for
monochrome, the notional space of its agency and interaction with its spectatot, as opposed to its
visible, optical surface. Maurice Besset is convinced that monochromes ‘refuse all sideways
approaches, such as the customary attitudes of comparison and juxtaposition, and they demand to
be read face to face’ (Besset 1988 [Trans. Anson 2001:1])°. I perceive that these ‘sideways
approaches’ are the apparently conventional ones, ‘received’ or accepted ways that the observer is
taught to ‘read’ the confoundingly blank surface of monochrome; ways that tend to evade
monochrome’s illegibility. In the context of a history of surfaces that depict, monochrome
stands out as something which does #o# depict, and which therefore cannot be read. The
blitheness with which many discourses on monochrome seem willing to pass this by suggests
foreclosure. Refusal to engage in the confounding, unyielding mystery of the monochrome
surface reads like the activity of a tricked ego, uncomfortable with something it does not
understand, wounded because it has been tricked, and absolutely unwilling to endure any

discomfort.

It 1s whilst rigged out in one of its official, approved guises ‘as’ something — whilst ‘passing’ as a
genre — that the wild card of monochrome accomplishes its trickery so slickly. In a kind of
psychic drag act, monochrome poses successfully as an approved ‘moment’ in the teleological
western history of art; art which began in one style and, in a smooth succession of other, more

appropriate styles, evolved in a complex but understandable way. Monochrome, however, did not
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appear in any one set of historical, cultural, geographical or political circumstances. It did not
stand for one particular thing. It did not unite one particular group of practitioners. It is not a
genre, but then it is not quite a counter-genre. It reappears with great regularity although 1t would
appear to have been done and dusted and explained away many times. This suggests that the
main fallback theories that attempt to explain monochrome’s various guises — eg, ‘End-of-
Painting’, ‘Minimalism’, ‘Objecthood’, ‘Sublime’, ‘Colour’, ‘Elimination of Composition’, ‘Pure
Painting’, and so on — all of these guises are exactly that, (dis)guises, imperfectly concealing
something that is compelled to return, for the simple reason that 1t cannot fit into any of the
conceptual garments provided. Monochrome is a neither-not, an indeterminate, a Derridean
undecideable, a Lacanian pre-genital, pre-linguistic ‘Real’ “Thing’. Like the subject of Mixed Race
who lives in a predominantly White (ot sometimes Black) society founded on binarist
oppositions, there is a strong possibility of never fitting in®. Until they can ‘read’ you — and they
will never be able to do this until they change the way they read — you will always be in a slippery
state of flux, always subject to definitions that never quite fit. Psychically the monochrome, like
the Mixed Race subject, is not part of the system operated by a transcendental signified, and thus
can never be a single specific ‘thing’. So whilst monochrome has now been approved as ‘art’, it
has never been fully ‘symbolised” (and I use this in the psychoanalytic sense) into Art History, We
only have to look at all those returns of monochrome for evidence of this. The question to ask 1s:
what does the lack of a fit enable monochrome to perform? Can a misfit achieve what an insider

cannoty

1:1  French Connections: Blank Satire vs. Blank Virtuosity

‘Evoking a system of thought that he judges too simplistic, Hegel rests on the

metaphor of a “painting absolutely monochrome”, in order to stigmatise its
failure’. (Riout 1989:[Trans.Cottington 2000:4])°.

“To most people the monochrome is perceived as an absurd form of art’. (Tan 1998:1)
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Despite the common understanding that monochrome had its genesis in the heady atmosphere of
the Russian Avant-Garde movements of the early Twentieth Century, an eatlier, ludic tradition of
fictive monochromes can be found in the intellectual culture of Nineteenth Century France, first
appearing in the Satirical Salons of the 1840s°. Both literally and pictorially, the Nineteenth
Century played host to the spectre of a tendency towards monochromy’. Conceptual
monochromy in literature probably finds its most famous example in Mallarme’s poetic ideal of
the blank white page, expressive of the paradoxical #7de or emptiness which 1s as full of potential
as it is a terrifying prospect of falling into nothing’. The Mallarméan word p#yx;, proposed to exist
in a condition of meaninglessness, Flaubert’s project of a book about nothing and James Abbott
McNeill Whistler’s musically-titled series of representational paintings about a single colour all
testify to this interconnected Nineteenth Century artistic-literary tendency towards the
monochrome. If all this spectral blankness is the result of a fear of emptiness, this provides an
interesting counterpoint to the manic clutter of Victorian interior decoration; the kind of horror
vacui seen in such work as William Holman Hunt’s The Awakening Conscience (1851-3), where
riotous patterns fight for attention. Riout, who has suggested a parallel between monochrome
and the poetry of Mallarmé, interprets the Nineteenth Century as pervaded by a threat of
imminent collapse, which perhaps goes some way to explain the prevalence of ‘voided’ images.
He says;

‘The 19" Century is haunted by the idea of the sudden collapse, the

“decrepitude” of art. Values were in turmoil. Democracy had shaken the old
critena and the cnsis was leading art to disaster. One way to pin-point this
debacle was to show painting void of content, painting more empty of images
than full of colour. Later, in the 18G0s, just before Impressionism, there was
growing mockery of monomaniac painters of yellow, blue or purple. This

obviously reinforced the feeling that painting was going to the dogs.’” (Riout in
Millet 1996:24)’
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Figure 1: James Abbott McNeill Whistler, Symphony in White No.1: The White Gir/ 1862. Oil on canvas. 214.6 x
108cm. National Gallery of Art, Washington.

[t should not be forgotten that the ‘democracy’ to which Riout refers was founded on
Colonialism, and that for much of Europe, the Nineteenth Century was a period of swaggering
[mperialism. Perhaps the threat that so troubled the Empires was that of the imminent collapse
of their own systems of Phallic power, the awakening of knowledge that they wished would
remain unconscious — that Colonial rule was a trick, doomed to be seen through. There 1s a sense
in which Whustlet’s Syzphony in White No.1 [Figure 1] can be read as nostalgic. The decorative
quality of the surface attests to the influence that Japanese art had on Whistler’s painterly practice;
at the same time, however, it passively inscribes the dominance of western paintetly traditions
over non-western — the nostalgia is thus for the structure of Empire that allows for unproblematic
appropriation of ‘exotic’ cultures (cf. Said 1979). Whistler’s paintings could not, of course, be
described as ‘void of content’ in terms of recognisable surface organisation. In terms of subject
matter however, the accusation of ‘void” would not be inappropriate. Whistler’s 1862 The White
Girl ", was rejected in 1862 from the Royal Academy exhibition; the following year saw 1ts
rejection from the Paris Salon as well. It was finally exhibited in the Salon des Refusés, where it

caused a major stir. The relentless whiteness of the painting, the blank, expressionless face of the
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model and the fact that it didn’t seem to be abont anything caused a great deal of confusion for
contemporaty spectators — was the painting about virgtnity? A newly deflowered bride? A purely
formal or decorative study? In terms of narrative or meaning (outside of simple portraiture, of

course), thete really seemed to be nothing there".

In Whistler’s defence, Castagnati proposed a psychological interpretation in hts ‘Salon des

Refusés’,
‘I have proposed an interpretation of The White Lady which nobody else has
accepted, so much repugnance is there to accord ideas to painters. “What have
you wanted to show”, I asked the strange artist [...] “a tour-de-force ot your
trade as a painter, consisting in putting whites on whites? Allow me not to
believe it. Allow me to see in your work something more elevated. The
morrow of the bride, this troubling minute, when the young woman asks

herself, and is astonished to no longer recognise in herself the virginity of the
day before”. (Castagnari in Riout 1989 [trans. Cottington 2000]:3%)

Sean Cubitt interprets the blankness in Whistler as reflective of the emptiness within the society
that gazes upon the paintings;

“The popular Orient might stand in for the Other of love rather than the Other

of consumption. In the emptiness of its signification, there hung robed in

indefinite sensuality, a returned image of the vacuum at the heart of the society
of the spectacle.” (Cubitt 1998:68)

Cubitt’s interpretation supports the notion of Nineteenth Century Europe’s prescient mourning
for the loss of its colonial power. His understanding of Whistler’s White Gir/ suggests that the
girl’s ‘exotic’ setting reveals Whistler’s (and, therefore, his society’s?) reliance on the contrasting
notion of a sensual, decorative Other to highlight the punty of the virgin White girl. However, I
suspect that the Other — in this case, western society’s construction of the ‘Orient’ — asserts its
agency by playing a specular trick. It tricks the White west into believing the myth of its own
superiority, whilst at the same time acting as a mirror that shows the White west, the Phallic

system, the emptiness at its heart.

I want to suggest another, related interpretation. For a long time now, I have considered

Whistler’s White Girl paintings as imperfectly-veiled studies in the development of 2 White
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supremacist aesthetic. The overriding, relentless whitenesses of the pieces — the chaste folds of
dripping cloth of the gitls’ gowns, the drapes and spots of light, but most of all the Whiteness of
their skins — all conspite to suggest an interpretation of whiteness (and therefore of Whiteness)
where the varteties of white signify varieties of goodness. The kinds of white here, and the
devotion to their exploration, all appear to equate the colout white, and White women, with

assoclations of goodness, of aspiration“. Richard Dyer wntes of Whiteness that,

‘Though the power value of whiteness resides above all in its instabilities and
apparent neutrality, the colour does carry the more explicit symbolic sense of
moral and also aesthetic superiority. It is evidently the case that white people
are not invariably represented as good and beautiful — therein lies our diversity,
our all-encompassing particularity; yet the moral and aesthetic resonance of
whiteness can and often has been mobilised in relation to white-skinned people
[...] the particular way in which this superiority is conceived and expressed,
with its emphasis on purity, cleanliness, virginity, in short, absence, inflects
whiteness once again towards non-particularity, only this time in the sense of
non-existence.’” (Dyer 1997:70)

If applied to Whistler’s girl and Castagnari’s assumption of her virginity, Dyer’s reading of
Whiteness creates 2 double-blank. The girl is a sexual ‘tabula rasa’; she has yet to be claimed by a
man, and therefore has yet to come into being — her beauty and superiority depend on this. So if
Whistler’s painting is conceptually ‘blank’, the girl’s unattainable White beauty is analogously
blank, since ‘the conceptualisation of white beauty and white virtue emphasises absence.” (Dyer
1997:45) The Nineteenth Century sense of impending loss of colonial power can be read
analogously to the sense of impending loss of virginity that is implied in Whistler’s surface.

Perhaps this explains in some way why the painting provoked such heated reactions.

The notion of the White woman as a pure, virginal Madonna has been historically set up in the
White racialised imagination in direct opposition to the notion of the Black man as a
personification of brute id energy; a creature driven mad by his unnatural desire to sexually
possess the White woman. This binary opposition is destabilised by the sexual desire of the
White woman, something which was also deemed taboo. Whilst White men busied themselves

protecting the White women whom they saw as their property against the rapacious advances of
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the ‘buck Nigger’, their zeal suggests that whilst their professed fear was that the White woman
should be sullied, their actual fear was that the White woman might actually desire such an
encounter (cf Young 1995)"". Whilst the Phallic system of White racism desired that its
foundational binaries (White/Black, Self/Other, Mind/Body, etc) be kept intact, the actual
meanings of these binaries were far from clear. The construct of the sexually bestial Black male,
for example, suggests a man with potency and agency. In reality, as Kobena Mercer discusses, the
Black man’s position was a highly complex one; a castrated masculinity where the Phallus would

always be out of reach:

‘Whereas prevailing definitions of masculinity imply power, control and
authority, these aspects have been historically denied to black men since
slavery. The centrally dominant role of the white male slave master in
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century plantation societies debarred black males
from patriarchal privileges ascribed to the masculine role. For example, a slave
could not fully assume the role of “father”, as his children were the legal
property of the slave owner. In racial terms, black men and women alike were
subordinated to the power of the white master in the hierarchical social
relations of slavery, and for black men, as ofjects of oppression, this also
cancelled out their access to positions of power and prestige which in gender
terms are regarded as the essence of masculinity in patriarchy. Shaped by this
history, black masculinity is a highly contradictory formation of identity, as it is
a subordinated masculinity.” (Mercer 1994b:142-143)"

Directly at the centre of the “White female virgin/Black male rapist’ dichotomy sits the ‘Mulatto’,
or Mixed Race subject, the product of this unholy sexual union. The provenance of the
derogatory term ‘Mulatto’, once used as a legitimate classification, is from the Spanish word for
‘mule’. Just as the mule is the barren product of an unnatural union between species, so the
‘Mulatto’ was historically believed to be sterile and desireless'®. In this sense, the Mixed Race
subject is, like the Woman in Lacanian psychoanalysis, always already castrated. Perhaps, though,
the Mixed Race subject here has more in common with the always-already-castrated figure of the
trickster, whose purpose is to continually get inside the system in order to wreak confusion. The
‘castrated’ subject of Mixed Race, whose body is a living testimony to the fact that an ‘unnatural’

or unlawful sexual union has taken place, shows the system that the apparently clear and distinct
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boundaries it sets up between Black and White are, in fact, a nonsense. In her liminal blankness,

the Mixed Race subject confuses the system’s exchange value.

Whistler’s white paintings, as with his Noczurnes, solve the conceptual problem of painting a scene
of distinct objects of essentially the same colour and hue with painterly virtuosity. A
contemporary critic, Paul Mantz, wrote of Whistler’s exhibition in the Salon of 1843 that anyone
who viewed Whistler as an eccentric was in fact ignoring the history of painting. Mantz pointed
out the precedence of a tradition that he stressed must not be misunderstood, especially not 1n
France. This was the tradition of which the famed Canard Blanc, or White Duck of Jean-Baptiste
Oudry 1s emblematic. Mantz wrote that he did not know whether Whistler had seen the White
Duck, but suggested positioning Whistler’s work within the context of Oudry, affirming that,
‘these associations of analogous nuances were understood by everybody 100 years ago, and this
ditficulty which today would embarrass more than a master, passed then for a schoolboy’s game’

(Riout 1989 [Trans.Cottington 2000:2 n.10])"".

Figure 2: Jean-Baptiste Oudry, Canard Blanc 1753. Oil on canvas. Private collection.
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Jean-Baptiste Oudry’s Canard Blanc [Figure 2], exhibited in the Salon of 1753, is a pictoral tour-
de-force of white on white. It was hailed by the critics at the time as a masterpiece of mimests,
testament to the painter’s art of virtuoso sleight-of-hand and showing a white ground on which
wetre depicted a series of all-white objects. In his drama of white-on-white, Oudry is also
performing a critical investigation of mimesis ~ though in a vastly different way from Malevich,

who made mimesis redundant and invisible. Denys Riout writes that,

‘Oudry, when he painted whiteness, found himself up against an immovable
epistemological obstacle: mimesis, still triumphant. Constrained to pledge
allegiance to it, he puts it in crisis; disposing in front of him an arrangement of
objects whose relationship is paradoxical because, far from individualising the
ones in relation to the others, it tends to confuse them. The consummate art
of the painter consists in registering and containing this dissolution.” (Riout
1989:[Trans.Cottington 2000:2])".

Since a complete repudiation of mimesis would have been unthinkable in 1753, Oudry does the
next best thing and limits the conditions in which it can flourish. At the same time he 1s showing

his painterly virtuosity; ook what I can make ont of nothing.

This kind of showy game, a game that demonstrates the artistic skills of the winner, belongs to a
prior tradition. In Pliny’s tale of Apelles and Protogenes, Apelles places a sort of ‘calling card’ on
his absent friend by drawing a line on a wooden panel in Protogenes’ studio, a line ‘of extreme
fineness’. When Protogenes comes back he recognises the mark as his nival’s, and puts his own
line beside it, finer still. Apelles makes another visit later on, and, embarrassed that his friend has
outshone him, draws another line, that leaves no room for anything finer. In his brlliant book

Stealing the Mona Lisa: What Art Stops us from Seeing, Lacanian psychoanalyst Darian Leader observes

that this fable has inherently to do with Art History as a story of competition between men.

Using Pliny he foregrounds the surface ‘emptiness’ as exhibiting a fundamental pull on its

audience;

‘Pliny adds that (the panel) was burned in the first fire to strike Caesar’s palace
on the Palatine: “It had been previously much admired by us, on its vast
surface containing nothing else than the almost invisible lines, so that among
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the outstanding works of many artists it looked like a blank space, and by that

very fact attracted attention and was more esteemed than any masterpiece.”
Thus Pliny gives an account not only of the birth of abstract art but also shows

how the work takes on its peculiar power through the production of a central
zone of emptiness.” (Leader 2002:71)

This contest, it appears, was not solely one of evidence of practical skills, but also one of
conceptual problem-solving. The finest line can be undetstood and appreciated for its minimalist
beauty and the cunning it took to describe it. It can also, however, be said to represent an
attempt to show the least essence of any thing possible, whilst still showing something; the

essence, it might be said, of many latter-day monochrome paintings.
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Figure 3: Alphonse Allais, Combat des Négres Dans Une Cae, Pendant La Nuit (reproduction du célebre tablean) 1884,
Ex.Cat. Exposition des Arts Incobérents, 1884 (Riout 1989:90)

Soctal satitist Alphonse Allais’ Combat des Négres Dans Une Cave, Pendant la Nuit [Figure 3] had, in
fact, been common currency long before Whistler’s Symphonies and Nocturnes”. From the
beginnings of the 1840s, the caricaturist ‘Salons’ began to develop so considerably that their
specific style of absurdist humour eventually became mainstream. Situations imagined by the
caricaturists would lead to the most limited representation possible, often with a litany of
adjectives so excessive it would almost make one strain one’s eyes to ‘see’ the imaginary scene.

The satirical or ‘false’ monochromes generally took the form of drawings in humorous journals or
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books, accompanied by captions. The unifying factor of these monochromes was that they would
exist only notionally, in the mind of the reader of their copious descriptive texts. The deployment
of the ‘comic’ in these ludic monochromes took place at the nexus of the verbal and the visual;
however, that binary was always further problematised by the fact that the ‘visual’ appeared to
contain no information. What is most intriguing about these imaginary monochromes is that
whilst they did not ‘exist’ in any tangible way ~ as drawings ¢f imagined paintings, they were
representations of representations of representations — they satirised a form of painting that also
did not yet exist; one that could not even be imagined, except as some horrible joke”. Several dozen
examples of these imaginary satirical monochromes have been found that bear dates subsequent
to 1854, and whose excessively verbose joke-titles attest to the impossibility of imagining
monochrome-as-art™. This type of joke has persisted in different ways up until the present day;
the popular post card, entirely black but inscribed with text that reads, ‘Falmouth (or wherever)

By Night’ is an example of the persistence of this comic tendency.

The fictive monochromes appear at first glance to completely prefigure (at least formally) the
uninflected monochrome-as-‘art’ of the Twentieth Century. The key difference is that the
Nineteeth Century ‘pleasantries’ have at their core the notion of satire or laughter. Whether ot
not it 1s actually funny is another question altogether, since the later, theoretically and historically
quite serious monochromes have also been responded to with cynical laughter. ‘This laughter
does not occur because the joke is pleasing, rather the ‘joke’ status happens affer understanding
has been foreclosed. This laughter sets up a defence for the ego which wishes to avoid the shame
of neither understanding nor being able to decipher what is placed before it*. With their
presentation as intentional jokes, the ‘pleasantries’ set up a legitimate historical context for not
having to take monochrome seriously”. The Surrealists sparked a revival of interest in Allas,
whose earlier monochromatic jokes could be described as proto-Surrealist in their use of the
absurd. André Breton elevated the earlier artist to a position of honour in the Surrealist

movement in his Anthologie de I’Humour Noir (‘Anthology of Black Humour”). It is partly the
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timing of Breton’s Antholggie that prompted the republication of Allais’ works in paperback after
the Second World War. On a conceptual level it is not difficult to see the precedent that Allais’
original publication set for the work of Marcel Duchamp. The fictive monochromes of Allais,
like the existing readymades of Duchamp (eg Fowuntain, 1917), both accomplished the similar
confusions of Art History’s system of exchange. Both, for instance, presented a radical challenge
to traditional definitions of value in art; both rejected the fetishisation of the unique touch of the
artist in favour of the mass-produced; both were intentionally enigmatic and had an air of

indifference to ‘readings’; both were disdainful of traditional notions of beauty.

In the above example of Allais’ Combat des Négres, however, the situation is more complex as the
joke can also be read as fundamentally Phallic. The tacit associations of Black people with
darkness, violence, ‘nature’ (as opposed to ‘culture’), are all just as essential to the comedy as is the
deployment of a blank surface accompanied by a specific verbal description. In order to ‘get’ it
the audience must be inside of, or at least allied with, the Phallic system that relies on the
prevalence of such essentialist caricatures as ‘Blacks equal Caves’ or ‘Blacks equal Violence’.
Allais’ ‘joke’ can be read in a direct oppositional relation to Whistler’s White Girl; the latter
functioning on the premise that White girls equal purity, the former on the premise that the Black
body is ‘stained’. Black humanity has already been voided in White Phallic consciousness; a ptior
voiding that allows Allais’ pictorial mimicry of the voided subject to work on a supetficial level as
a pleasing joke. Freud singles mimicry out as one of the functions of the comic, equating it
specifically with caricature; ‘As a rule, no doubt, mimicry is permeated with caricature — the
exaggeration of traits that are not otherwise striking — and it also involves the characteristic of
degradation.’ (Freud SE viii:208). However, Freud in this case attributes to caricature the

 J

function of mocking someone who is ‘superior’; ‘Caricature, patody and travesty (as well as their
practical counterpart, unmasking) are directed against people and objects which lay claim to

authority and respect’ (SE viii:200). The Phallic system that the blank jokes inhabit uses caricature
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in quite the opposite way. First it dehumanises a set of subjects, then it sets about continually

reinforcing that dehumanisation.

Perhaps, as an ‘insider’ in his own Phallic system, Freud was unable or unwilling to see that
caricature can function against those designated inferior as well as the superior. Freud makes
some problematic remarks about ‘race’ and the comic in his Jokes and Their Relation to the

Unconscions, which position him as an ‘insider’. Freud writes that,

‘[...] a person appears comic to us 1if, in comparison with ourselves, he makes
too great an expenditure on his bodily functions and too little on his mental
ones; and it cannot be denied that in both these cases our laughter expresses a

pleasurable sense of the superiority which we feel in relation to him.” (SE
viii:195)

This brings to mind images such as the famous illustrations for the 1920s Paris Revne Négre,
starring a young Josephine Baker, which depicts a caricature of a rubber-limbed Black woman
prancing, grinning and over-expending bodily energy to ‘comic’ effect. However, Freud goes on
to be more specific about the kind of person that the group he refers to as ‘us’ finds laughable, in
a passage that relies on the racist positioning of Whites with intellect and ‘the Negro’ with the
body;

‘Direct observation shows that human beings are in the habit of expressing the

attributes of largeness and smallness in the contents of their ideas by means of

a varying expenditure in a kind of ideational mimetics. If a child or a man from the

common people, or a member of certain races, narrates or describes something, it is

easy to sec that he is not content to make his ideas plain to the hearer by the

choice of clear words, but that he also represents its subject-matter in his

expressive movements: be combines the mimetic and the verbal forms of representation.
(SE viii:192-193, my italics)*.

Whulst it 1s not explicitly stated that the ‘certain races’ are those with datk skins, I think it seems
likely. Moreover, the equation of children, working class people and these ‘certain races’ #s quite
explicit, and would have been unquestioningly accepted by other ‘insiders’ in the Phallic order.
What is also interesting is Freud’s theory that the source of the comedy is in the fact that this

figure straddles a binary, or ‘combines the mimetic and the verbal forms of representation’.
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Over-signification takes place, and again an excess of energy is expended. A similar combination
of ‘the mimetic and the verbal forms of representation’ takes place in the fictive monochromes,
except that the joke is a double one because the verbal is made to perform the function of the
mimetic. In what I am assuming Freud understands as the ‘comedy Nigger’, another over-
signification takes place. In what Freud would probably understand as the problematic ‘Mulatto’,
again the joke is (at least) doubled. The ‘Mulatto’s inferiority relies on the prior voiding of the
Black subject in the White imagination; but the §oke’ the ‘Mulatto’ is able to play on White society
is that she contains that which White society would attempt to deny her — Whiteness. Her optical
surface or phenotype is ‘blanked’ as unproblematically Black, but in her psychic surface, the
binary of Black and (problematic) White meet. The ‘Mulatto’, like blank space, symbolises the
slippery nature of the structural binary categories that Phallic society wishes to believe are
immovable, and in this way poses a threat to that society’s illusion of its own dominance. Any

laughter on behalf of the system would be the uncertain laughter of the very nervous.

One of the more interesting features of the Nineteenth Century comic incarnations of
monochrome is the ability to induce relays of different kinds of laughter, analogous to the relays
of looks that ‘serious’ monochromes induce. From the guffaws of the person who wishes to
disguise their bafflement at the apparently blank surface, to the smoothly superior sneet of the art
aficionado; it seems that the monochrome painting produces in the spectator the kinds of
laughter that protect. The laughter is necessary as a psychic shield from the terror of being
presented with something that baffles the ego; that interrupts the conceptual foundations of a
system, or that might be a representation of a great chasm of nothingness. The ludic
monochromes of the Nineteenth Century are inaugural in a twisted sense. Whilst they deride the
notion of monochrome-as-art, they nevertheless disguise themselves, ot ‘pass’, as monochrome-as-art
in order to play their trick., They contain the seed of their own destruction. When monochrome
does disguise itself as art, however, gaining access to a particular set of discourses and demanding

that it be read in certain new ways, it becomes more than just a joke. Maurice Besset suggests
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that the ‘joke’ behind this playful tradition of satirical monochromes is a radical re-assessment of
the circular exchange-values of the art wotld;
T...] itis [...] in a few drawings by satirical draughtsman of the second half of

the Nineteenth Century and the beginning of the Twentieth Century, that the
monochrome made its first concrete appearances: both to illustrate the

shocking confrontation between the excesses of the Artist (who believed

everything to be permitted) and the philistinism of the Bourgeois confronted

by an object invisible to him and for which he was asked a price which he

thought exorbitant considering the tiny amounts of material and wotk which

had been invested in it’. (Besset 1988 [Trans. Anson 2001:5)).
The magic transition from everyday object to ‘Art’ object imbues the humble blank space with
status and a new name: monochrome. This magic transformation 1s the subject of Yasmina Reza’s
1994 play, A7, whose very title acts as a concentrate of all the emotional and visceral responses
elicited by something that does not ‘look like’ art. The play examines three male friends, Marec,
Serge and Yvan, whose relationship is fractured almost irreparably when Serge, eager to appeat
cultured, spends two hundred thousand francs on a white painting (with a few barely-perceptible
diagonal lines) by the fictitious artist, ‘Antrios’. The impossibility of imagining that something
blank could be ‘Ar#’is at the heart of the play’s comedy - the friends simply cannot comprehend
the fact that any value, especially financial value, could be placed on a pictute whose surface has
nothing in it.

Matrc: Serge, you haven’t bought this painting for two hundred thousand
francs?

Serge: You don’t understand, that’s what it costs. It’s an Antrios.

Marc: You haven’t bought this painting for two hundred thousand francs?
Setrge: I might have known you'd miss the point.

Matc: You paid two hundred thousand francs for this shit? (Reza 1996:2-3)
Each friend starts to question the other’s personal integtity and intellectual ability, and the
friendship becomes dramatically strained. A1’ silent protagonist, the monochrome, introduces
chaos and competition into this small circle of male friends within the first ten minutes of the play
— the ‘passing’ is successfully accomplished, and the trickster is ‘in’.  Monochrome’s trickery here

is again located at the nexus of at least one foundational binary. In this case, what is at stake is

the commodification system that the Phallic ego has set up — by ‘passing’ successfully enough ‘as
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art’ for someone to pay huge sums of money for it, the white monochrome in Reza’s play makes a
comic nonsense of the invisible division between what ‘is’ and ‘is not’ art; associating itself with
the Freudian currency of abjected matter, or ‘shit’ as gold. In this case the optical surface is as
divisive as the psychic surface is (playfully) divided, and the fundamental irony of the meaning of

the word ‘monochrome’ 1s evident.

In the following exchange, nobody seems quite sure wjy they are laughing, and if anyone could be
said to have the ‘last laugl’, it would have to be the silent monochrome surface:

Yvan: He laughed because he sensed I was about to laugh. If you like, he
laughed to put me at my ease.

Martc: It doesn’t count if he laughed first. If he laughed first, it was to defuse
your laughter. It means it wasn’t a genuine laugh.

Yvan; It was a genuine laugh.

Marc: It may have been a genuine laugh, but it wasn’t for the right reason.
Yvan: What is the right reason? I’m confused.

Matc: He wasn’t laughing because his painting is ridiculous, you and he
weren’t laughing for the same reasons, you were laughing at the painting and he
was laughing to ingratiate himself, to put himself on your wavelength, to show
you that on top of being an aesthete who can spend more on a painting than

you can earn 1n a year, he’s still your same old subversive mate who likes a
good laugh. (1996:16-17)

The assured Serge acts out the part of a Phallic reader so certain of the superiority of his own
intellect that he will not allow for the possibility of trickery. Marc, who doubts with equal
certainty, 1s a near mirror-image of Phallic readership and can be read in symbolic ‘opposition’ to
Serge. The problematic ‘middle ground’ between their opposing positions of certainty is
illustrated near the end of the play (60-61), where Marc does the unthinkable. Disgusted with
what he understands to be a worthless sham, he takes a matker pen and draws a diagonal line
bisecting the surface of the ‘Antrios’, complete with a tiny ski-ing figure. He acts out the position
that blank space requires figurative drawing to make sense of it. The humble Yvan, however, will
not commit himself to any single position, refusing to acknowledge a finite end point to surface
signification. So, although it comes from feelings of social inadequacy rather than a radical
intellectual position, Yvan’s ambivalent spectating attitude mirrors the psychic indeterminacy of
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the monochrome surface — that which always slips around and comes between the fixed

oppositions of the usual interpretative stances about monochrome. Perhaps he is the closest of
all the three to ‘getting’ the message of monochrome’s trick; of seeing that ‘passing’ has taken
place. Perhaps the whole of the play’s action, and the characters’ tissue of ‘Phallic’ readings,
could also be read as manifestations of Phallocentrism’s horror of monochrome’s apparent

blankness; a horror that requires figuration to ‘make sense’ of, or to cancel out that blankness.

Some of Freud’s obsetvations on jokes could be used equally well for ‘passing’. Explaining first
how parody and travesty work by ‘destroying the unity that exists between people’s characters as

we know them and their speeches and actions’, (SE viii:201), Freud goes on to wiite that,

‘The same mechanism is also used for #nmasking, which only applies where
someone has seized dignity and authority by a deception and these have to be
taken from him in reality.” (SE vin:201)

Freud could almost be desctibing the ‘tragic Mulatto® figure such as James Weldon Johnson’s Ex
Colored Man, who, in popular narratives, is always already punished, or at least operates from the
anxious condition of a subject perpetually awaiting punishment. Johnson’s character, in the final
sentence of his story, manages to secure 2 White wife, who tragically dies after having borne him
two beautiful White children. All of his former dreams of identifying as White come true, but the
price he pays is a heaviness in his soul, and the feeling that he has traded his birthright ‘for 2 mess
of pottage.” Like the trickster figure in folk mythology, the ‘tragic Mulatto’, intent on ‘passing’ at
all costs, has to bear the consequences of the successful trickery s/he has performed. Like the
trickster, the subaltern power of this Mixed Race subject is bought at a high price; that of
castration within the system that subject wishes to take a place in. However, once ‘passing’ has
been successfully achieved, the trickster can really be said to have moved /nside the system, and 1t
1s from this position that the paradoxical power can begin to be put to use, and the very
foundations of the system’s exchange-value disturbed. Perhaps the overbeating psychic burden

of inevitable punishment or ‘unmasking’ explains, in part, some of the more morbid associations
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of monochrome (Chapter Four). Perhaps it is the notion inherent in ‘passing’ of having to ‘kill’
part of oneself that has a cataclysmic feeling-tone, the ever-present Zazn of the trickster’s trick.
Fither way, it seems that it 1s the imaginary ‘comic’ monochromes of the Nineteenth Century that

inaugurate the trickster’s first successful move right inside Art History.

1:2  The Square, the Rectangles and the Nemesis of Mimesis

Figure 4: Saviour Not Made By Human Hands. Early 16* Century. School of Novgorod. Tretyakov Gallery.

‘A Twentieth Century Russian painter paints a painting. He paints it all black.

A great Abuse and mutation, and a rendering sensible of itself as itself’

(http:www.crosswinds.net/~ideoplastic/diss /blacksquare. html)
The Spas Nerukotvornyi, or The Saviour Not Made By Human Hands is a Novgorodian Icon of the
T'weltth Century, originally kept in the Cathedral of the Assumption but now residing in the
Tretyakov Gallery [Figure 4]. Tradition holds that it is one of the earliest surviving examples of
the particular type of icon that initiated the use of representation in Christian visual culture. In
other words, The Saviour Not Made By Human Hands, though intended to please God, can also be

read as representative of the moment in a culture when the Almighty’s command that His

children must not make any copies or likenesses was ruptured. A moment of flagrant
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disobedience of the Father, but veiled to resemble obedience. A moment of conflation of two
apparently opposing positions. If this icon is read as embodied doubleness or indeterminacy (is
it an act of obedience, disobedience, neither or both?), then Malevich’s relationship with it can

also be read as productive of a further, related and repetitive indeterminacy.

The legend that accompanies the Icon concerns the King of Odessa, Adgar IV the Black, who
was suffering from leprosy. Having heard of the miracles of Jesus, the King sent his scribe
Hannan with a letter asking Jesus to come to Odessa, heal the King and preach the Word. Jesus
praised Adgar the Black for his faith, promising to send an apostle on His behalf. Whilst in the
presence of Jesus, Hannan attempted to paint a portrait of Jesus. He found, however, that the
ever-changing and radiant Divine face eluded capture. Seeing Hannan’s frustration, Jesus bathed
His face with water and pressed it to some linen, where a likeness was imprinted. When Hannan

returned with the letter and the cloth bearing Jesus’ image, the King was immediately healed™.

That Kazimir Malevich had an interest in this Icon is documented in a typewritten manuscript
dated 1924 that was an appendix to the unpublished essay, The World As Non-Objectivity. As far as
Malevich was concerned, representation and its confines only served to further the divisibility of
the wotld, and artistic ‘truth’ could only be communicated in the form of paradox, or even of the
lie. “To speak of truth without lies we must know some other language. Our language s not

blacksq:

suitable’ (www.crosswinds -1dcoplastic/diss

‘The concept of the Black Square or Black Quadrilateral [Figute 5] had at its heart the notion of the
possibility of lie, paradox or trick as container of meaning, as well as potential shifter of existing,
stifling artistic paradigms. It also contains the counter-logical notion that the only way to tell the

truth s through the form of the lie. From the outset, then, Malevich’s relationship with meaning
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1s not straightforward. The choice of blackness for his square 1s significant, and this also

problematises meaning. As the absence of all light, 1t represented the absence of all sight. As

Figure 5: Malevich, Black Square, c.1915. Oil on canvas, 79.5x79.5cm. Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.

light is the condition through which the human eye is able to apprehend visually, when light 1s
taken away it leaves no ‘element’, so to speak, and no possibility of seeing anything at all. The
Black Square can then be read as the ultimate painterly paradox; a visual image that tells of the

impossibility of seeing, embodied in an object whose very reason for existing is to be seen.

Malevich declared that his Black Sguare was not only the end of painting, but that 1t was painting’s
absolute essence, 1ts zero degree. It was essentially a meta-painting, a painting about painting, a
painting whose subject matter was the investigation and laying bare of painting, and something
that was to usher in a new order of painting. He presents nothing other than that which his
painting presents and, perhaps most importantly, his painting has no apparent opposite in, say,
representational painting — no ‘painting’ exists as the antitype to the Black Square’s ‘anti-painting’.
Malevich’s painting was more than the final zero point (or the zero of limitless possibility) of

pamnung; it was more than a confounding new void in the context of a vast system of recognisable

51



images. The Black Square was also the final icon. In the context of the Russian Orthodox Church’s
strong tradition of icon-painting, the Black Square 1s generally seen as an 1conoclastic gesture. In
the traditional Russian peasant home, pride of place would be given to the religious icon by
placing it high on the wall, almost at ceiling level, in a corner. This positioning was considered an
act of reverence, and the position itself became synonymous with Russian Christianity and the
worship of ‘graven images’ forbidden by Yahweh. At the first showing of the Black Square,

Malevich issued strict instructions that his icon-sized painting be hung high in this position

Figure 6: Installation photograph of ‘O.10: Last Futurist Exhibition’, Petrograd, Dec.1915 - Jan.1916, showing
position of Malevich’s Black Square

This gesture was intended to shock; a direct usurpation of the spiritual with the secular seemed to
be taking place, except that this usurpation acted out an insult. It equated the message of
Christianity with a zero of meaning, and with the pointlessness of any kind of exegesis. The
rational, legible image of Christ was replaced with the irrational, illegible image of Finality (or
Nothingness). This finality is, however, in itself a paradox — the Black Square was intended as a
political symbol of collectivity, to be endlessly repeated on walls, hands, posters, and every other
conceivable surface™. From its very inception, this ‘first’ monochrome was to exist through
perpetual repetition and return. If the acceptance of Malevich’s Black Square ‘as’ art, and its
positioning in a gallery at all (as well, of course, as the subversive nature of that positioning) is an
early example of the trickster’s move inside art history, then the kind of finality that the Black
Square allegedly has is a further trick (or paradox). It is also a classic embodiment of doubleness

or indeterminacy. The old tradition of religious icon-painting meets the new, radical sensibilities
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of revolution in the Black Square’s surface — it is literally made out of a confluence of incompatible

notions.

Malevich’s Black Square then is almost full to overflowing with apparent contradictions. The

painting was intended to inaugurate a new socio-cultural order, the order of Revolution, as

opposed to the ‘order’ of Chnistianity, stating that,

‘The image is the final path [...] everything which has paths converges toward
the image, all paths lead to the image particularly if it is holy, hence I see the
justification and true significance of the Orthodox corner in which the image
stands, the holy image as opposed to all other images [...] The corner
symbolises that there is no other path to perfection except for the path into the
cornet.’

www.crosswinds.net/-ideoplastic/diss /blacks

None of these contradictions are gptical — the black square on white ground is simple enough for
the eye to comprehend — but happen in the unseen psyehic space of the picture. First of all, there 1s
the doubleness of disobedience and devotion within the Spas Nerukotvornyi, the actual icon that
directly inspired Malevich. Secondly (and more importantly) there is the fact of Malevich’s
creation of something that sits directly i» between the ancient Russian Orthodox tradition of
Iconography; and the profoundly new, revolutionary, secular and political concerns of
Suprematism. There are more issues at play here, however, than the embodiment of a
doubleness. Malevich had also made a definitive gesture against representation, which he wrote
of with great disdain as belonging in, ¢ the rubbish-filled pool of academic art’ (Malevich in

Harrison & Wood [eds] 1992:166). With Suprematism, Malevich had ‘dragged himself out’ (160)
of this foul swamp, working towards a paring down of visual images which would make visible

the truth and purity he sought in an art that had severed all connections with tepresentation;

‘Only with the disappearance of a habit of mind which sees in pictures little
corners of nature, madonnas and shameless Venuses, shall we witness a work
of pure, living art [...] To reproduce beloved objects and little corners of
nature 1s just like a thief being enraptured by his legs in irons.’ (Malevich in
Harrison & Wood [eds] 1992:166)
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So whilst the Black Square is often casually cited as the first monochrome in western Art History
(cf Ratcliff 1989), it can also be read as an early example of psychic indeterminacy played out on
an optical surface, of the conjunction of at least two seemingly incompatible or diverse things.
We might also read the Black Square as having a further psychic status, of which its optical image
1s symbolic. If the Black Square is in some way psychically symbolic of the overthrowing of an old
order, an order which has had repressive functions, then it can be seen in a warped relation to
such work as Whistler’s White Girl, if we read the latter as psychically symbolic of the impending

collapse of Colonialism in which the Phallic is so strongly implicated.

For the Suprematists, the square was the ideal shape. Its flawless system of equal fours was a
reflection of the cosmic ‘fourth dimension’ that Suprematist philosophy embraced. The fourth
dimension was the zone of transcendence of mere matter; a dimension of spiritual and perceptual
possibilities existing beyond the quotidian limitations of the three dimensions ordering the
physical world. The fourth dimension essentially tied in with Suprematist ideals and the ‘beyond
the mind language’ that was Zaum (Douglas 1980:28), but had its roots in a direct challenge to
Euclidean geometry. The whole notion of a ‘fourth dimension’ was exciting cultural currency in
carly Twentieth Century Russia, capturing the public’s attention in a similar way to the concept of
the Black Hole or Chaos Theory more recently”. James Billington suggests the term
‘Prometheanism’ to describe the cultural feeling-tone of early Twentieth Century Russian artistic
circles, with their fashionable belief that, ‘man — when fully aware of his true powers —is capable

of totally transforming the world in which he lives.” (Billington 1968:478).

The proposed Suprematist being, a hyper-developed human who epitomised this psychic
revolution, was thought to be already present in the wotld by some writers — most notably P.D
Uspensky. His two seminal wotks, 1909’s The Fourth Dimension and the later Tertium Organum of

1911 espoused the sum of Suprematist thinking”. Coming from a Theosophical background
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(Madame Blavatsky herself had also written about the fourth dimension), Uspensky was most
crucial as a philosopher in his fundamental belief that these new people with their new powers
were most likely to be artists, and that the new consciousness would first be noticed in art. He
wrote, ‘In art we already have the first experience of the /anguage of the future. Art is the avant-garde
of psychological evolution’ (Uspensky in Douglas 1980:30)”. Perhaps the most notable aspect of
Uspenskian thinking in terms of his influence on Malevich 1s Uspensky’s prophecy that a race of
‘supermen’, the equivalent of eastern yogis, would emerge from the loins of the western world.
The mark of this White western ‘superman’ — and it is here that we begin to detect echoes of the
Suprematist doctrines of Malevich — would be his ability to percetve beyond established Euclidean
limits. The ‘superman’ would be fully able to perceive the world as a four-dimensional totality,
and the events of the three-dimensional world will seem to him transparent, simplistic — like a
child’s view of the world. In fact, children’s and so-called ‘primitive’ art began to be avidly
studied by painters, in order to try and gain access to a space that was considered ‘pure’,

untouched by rational logic.

Fignre 7: Kazimir Malevich, Suprematist Composition: White on White c.1918 Oil on canvas. 79.4x79.4cm. Museum of
Modern Art, New York.
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The sense of a progressive erasure of objecthood found almost completely monochrome form in
Malevich’s Suprematist Composition: White on White ¢.1918 [Figute 7]. Apparently, Malevich was so
certain about the birth of a new era of four-dimensional consciousness in art that he spoke of this
painting as the limit of painting, existing among the last possible works of art in two dimensions
(ct Henderson 1983). For Malevich the colour white stood for infinity, a perfect world where
objects were no longer capable of strangling the will of the artist. For others, the colour white
and notions of the strangling of individual wills have more sinister connotations. Contemporaty
painter Gordon Bennett, a Mixed Race Aboriginal/White Australian, takes on the kind of
symbolic privileging of the colour white that Malevich exemplifies, and puts it in a position where
it cannot win. Bennett’s often harrowing images explore the complex historical position of the
Aboriginal in the White Australian culture and imagination, and an identifiable trope in his work
is his tendency to ‘quote’ passages from the ‘canon’ of western Art History. Sometimes Bennett
will position these alongside illustrated events from Aboriginal history; at other times he will
combine on a single canvas passages painted in a western academic style, with sections painted in
an Aboriginal style. Bennett’s acts of reverse cultural appropriation are accomplished neatly and

with wit.

NG ER

_OVIEKR

Figure 8: Gordon Bennett, Suprematist Painting No. 1(Nigger Lover) 1993 Acrylic on canvas, 50x50cm. Actylic on
canvas. Bellas Gallery, Brisbane; Sutton Gallery, Melbourne.
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Gordon Bennett’s 1993 ‘cover version’ of a Malevich, Suprematist Painting No.1(Nigger Lover)
[Figure 8] is a rare example of near-monochromy in a body of work that is largely figurative. A
barely-visible ‘Suprematist’ cross orders the composition of Bennett’s white almost-monochrome,
which ‘passes’ for art in 2 manner similar to the way the artist himself, who is light-skinned,
‘passed’ for White for many years before he began to think about his Aboriginal identity. As Bob
Lingard and Fazal Rizvi write,

‘Bennett’s work is located at once within both European institutions and

traditions of Aboriginality. It is both inside and outside the institutions of

Western traditions of art. Thus ambivalence lies at the heart of Bennett’s

oppositional critical consciousness. He exploits this ambivalence, positioning

himself in such a way as to disconcert and discomfort his audience. But his 1s

not a realist representation of the history of European brutality toward

Aboriginal people, but a political project that uses historical images to make the

viewer uncomfortable, unsure of how to react.” (Lingard & Rizvi 1994:84)
With a strategy of what I call ‘critical indeterminacy’, Gordon Bennett reproduces an image which
he knows has a specific cultural currency ‘as’ art, and which he can be sure will be familiar to
gallery-goers, However he undermines that ‘art’ status with a palimpsest of tricks, all of which
disturb the White western notion of the sanctity and purity of its art traditions. Bennett makes
stylistic reference to Aboriginal painting, and places an enormous burden of signification on a
single consonant in his title. When white Suprematism becomes White supremacism, the
association of Malevich’s ideal, enlightened White western subject with acts of horrific racist
abuse is chilling. Bennett visits the domain of western traditions of academic painting in bis way,

unmasking the brutality and exclusionary nature of a system which considers itself enlightened,

‘supreme’. If Bennett’s word-play, mimicry and ‘shifting of emphasis’ (SE viii:51) are all
techniques which Freud describes as comic, then this painting can be read as a joke of some kind
at the expense of the White Phallus and his followers. The addition of text to Bennett’s surface
is, [ think, the final and most successful ‘trick’. The phrase ‘Nigger Lover’ is inscribed on to the

near-monochrome surface, formally ‘sullying’ what could be described as surface ‘purity’ in the
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same way as racist thinking would describe Bennett as having been ‘sullied’ and rendered valueless
by his ‘Black blood’. However, the phrase was written with red paint straight from the tube and
overlaid with white, which Bennett then cut with a knife so that the raised skin of the painted
letters gives the effect of bleeding, cut flesh. This references both the ritual scarification
petformed by some Aboriginal peoples, but also the violent act of stabbing or cutting that often
takes place in racist assault. Bennett’s Suprematist Painting No. 1(INigger Lover) petforms a kind of
tricky mirroring; it reflects to the system its own image, but that image also contains the
unexpected and disturbing reflection of two subjects whose existence that system would rather
not acknowledge — the ‘Nigger’, and the treacherous White ‘Nigger Lover’. Here, the colour
white that for Malevich signified the ultimate creative freedom of the infinite void is redeployed;
this time by one of the subjects at whose expense this freedom was bought. For Bennett and
others like him, the associations of the colour white (and of white crosses) can never be quite so

simple, or so idealistic”’.

If Malevich’s white was purity, ‘truth’, and freedom from colour, his black is far more
problematic. The intervention of X-Ray technology has enabled the discovery that the very
blackness of Black Square 1s, if not strictly a lie or trick, at least a disguise. Irina Vikar of the
Tretyakov Gallery says,
‘[-..] the picture must have been a result of some complicated work. When we
look at the Black Square, we see undet its cracks the lower layers of paints —
pink and green; evidently that was some colour composition, which was found

unsatisfactory and painted over.’
(http: //www.vor.ru/culture/cultarch9 eng.htn

The presence of other colours under the now famously cracked sutface of the Black Sguare seems
at first almost like a cancellation of the painting’s resolute blackness. What else might that
painting be concealing? Might there be some form of mimetic representation undeteath? Did
Malevich perhaps even paint a traditional Russian religious icon bencath, effectively pulling a dark

symbolic cloak of invisibility over the centuries-old tradition of representative Christian painting?
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No-one can look upon the face of the living God and survive, not even an epoch-making visual

artist of the Twentieth Century.

The blackness of Malevich’s Black Square is essentially a paradox. Malevich could be read as
blacking out authotity in a completely literal way, by the act of painting over. The scene of the
crime, as it were, is now veiled. However, in the confusion that surrounded the dating of
Malevich’s work, nobody discovered until after his death that the work’s original title was simply,
Square. The ‘original’, which everyone knew but no-one had seen, had a powerful notional
existence (especially since Malevich painted a second version in 1920). If we were to read this as
an act of trickery, the Black Square is brought into tension with the fictive monochromes of
Nineteenth Century France. Both the ‘original’ of Malevich’s Black Square and the Nineteenth
Century joke monochromes share the status of existing ‘notionally’. As good mimesis requires
submission to the Logos, Malevich’s painting, with its insistent non-mimetic quality, slips out
from under Logocentric authority, beginning a deferral of meaning that could continue
indefinitely. Itis pregnant with possibilities, and therein lies its power. Like the Imaginary, it is
on the threshold of meaning rather than the anti-meaning of the Nineteenth Century joke
monochromes, which remain within the Symbolic because they are defined in opposition to
meaning (in this case, figuration). Reading Malevich’s blackness, which is underscored by colour
(and maybe even representation, who knows), as a trick becomes easier when we remember that
Malevich himself wondered whether the ‘trick’ could be the only way in which to present the

¢ trut},l!

In 1913 Malevich joined the Budelyabin, or Man of the Future group. Along similar lines as
Suprematism, Budehabin espoused doctrines pertaining to the transcendent power of humankind,
and the creation of new social and cultural values. The Budelyabin project was to create a new
language; something which would be universal and, more importantly, would Zranscend reason.

Uspensky (in Kantian mode), had proposed in the Terfinm Organum that behind each phenomenon
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lay the noumenon, the spiritual or multi-dimensional world oridea. This could not be expressed in
words and was therefore ontside of logic. 'The Black Square, though never quite achieving the
ubiquity Malevich desired, retains its illegibility because it too is ‘written’ outside of logic. In fact,
the metaphor of ‘writing’ is really wrong hete, as Uspensky’s formula does not allow for anything
outside of logic to be inside any systems of reading or writing: that which is outside of logic 1s
always illegible. The notion of the unreadable kickstarted Malevich’s experiments in Zaum, a
language that can be understood as proto-Semiotic. Charlotte Douglas writes that Malevich’s
painting style became ‘alogical’ at the height of his Zaum experiments (Douglas 1980:33); varying
object size at will, for example, or obliterating notions of narrative cohesion. Douglas does,
however, refer here to Malevich’s figurative painting style. The Black Square or the White Square on
IWhite Ground can be seen as persistently ‘alogical’ amongst Malevich’s works, balancing on the
threshold of meaning, always threatening to obliterate the possibility of a full and final reading.
As proto-blank spaces — spaces with potentially mobile and paradoxical meanings, spaces which
are usually interpreted as ‘unintelligible’ - both these paintings exist in the tantalising, Imaginary
state of almost (but never quite) touching anti-meaning, presenting meaning as an oscillation.
Malevich, influenced by the ideas of Bogdanov and Lunarcharsky™, conceived the Black Sqnare as
an Icon (albeit, ironically, an anti-iconic icon) of common relation and common destiny. His anti-
iconic Icon was to be a new way of visualising the creativity and intense energy of the state of
continuous Revolution™. The Black Square is an attempt to revolutionise not only sensory
experience, but also the way we communicate and ‘read’. It is complicit in the ‘trick’ of the blank

surface within a replete visual culture, it seeks the space between spectator, work and meaning —a

space that the spectator’s ego wishes to close — and then jams it perpetually open.
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Figure 9: Aleksandr Rodchenko, Pure Red Colour, Pure Yellow Colour, Pure Blue Colour 1921. Oil on canvas. Fach panel:
62.5 x 52.7cm. Rodchenko-Stepanova Archive, Moscow.

Aleksandr Rodchenko’s three rectangles, Pure Red Colour, Pure Yellow Colour and Pure Blue Colonr,
1921 [Figure 9] also shared in the Malevichian explosion of representation. More specifically
however, Rodchenko was convinced that the advent of these three pictures indisputably spelled
the death of painting. In 1921, Rodchenko was part of a group of five Constructivist artists
(including Stepanova, Ekster, Popova and Vesnin™) who each contributed five pieces of work for
the first part of a two part show in Moscow entitled, 5X5=25. Years later and with a showy
finality, Rodchenko claimed,

I reduced painting to its logical conclusion and exhibited three canvases: red,

blue and yellow. I affirmed; it’s all over. Basic colours. Every plane 1s a plane
and there 1s to be no representation.’

(www.moma.org/exhibitions /rodchenko/texts/death of painting.html).

[ike Malevich just before him, Rodchenko enacted what he percetved as the death of old,
outmoded forms. Like Malevich, he showed that he had seen through the suspensions ot
disbelief. He had reduced all the trickery of realist painting to its logical end, thus revealing it for
what it really was: a show. Rodchenko’s triptych has iconic status in terms of the story of
Modernist art. For Rodchenko and the other Constructivists and leaders of the avant garde, the
gesture of distilling the whole history of painting into the three primary colours from which all
painting 1s generated was full of political as well as artistic significance. By ‘proving’ the death of

the old torms, Rodchenko had forced the imperative of seeking out new ones.
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In an example of the kind of art criticism that I describe as ‘Phallic’, Thomas McEwilley sets up
the binary of ‘spiritual/political’ and situates Rodchenko and Malevich squarely on either side. He
writes that,

‘Tt is with Malevich and Rodchenko that the two great axes of Twentieth

Century monochrome traditions are defined — metaphysical and maternalist’.
(McEvilley 1988 [trans. Anson 2001:4)™

McEvilley’s radical polarisation of Malevich (spiritual, cerebral, sublime) and Rodchenko

(political, sculptural, direct) attempts to ‘solve’ the problem of surface illegibility by ascribing
symbolic significance to that illegibility. What this kind of reading does not do, however, 1s to
allow for a close inspection of that illegibility. If we attempt to find common ground between the
two painters, instead of seeing them as occupying opposing positions within a binary, we will see
that both painters understood the blank vehicle of monochrome as a symbol of collectivity. What
Rodchenko’s monochromes also share with the Black Sguare, however, 1s an essential
understanding that in order to be truly revolutionary in image-making, the hegemony of
representation must be shaken. Composition must be eliminated, for only then can anyone begin
to ask questions about what the elimination of composition might reveal for painting. The
blankness that 1s created by the erasure of something perceived as hegemonic (in this case
figuration) is a generative blankness, full of potential (see Chapter Four). Itis interesting to think
about the recent fervent activity around the abolition of references to ‘race’ in a similar light. Itis
now commonly accepted that ‘race’ has no scientific credibility; that beneath the optical surface
where vanations in skin colour, eye shape, hair type and so on occur, there is in fact no provable
difference. Nevertheless, in the words of pioneering ‘Mixed Race’ theorists Naomi Zack and
Jayne O. Ifekunigwe, ‘race’ remains a ‘popular folk concept’ (Ifekwunigwe in Parker & Song [eds}
2001:42), and will not be erased so easily. If the terminology of ‘race’ #s erased, though, what it
would leave would be an area of blankness of enormous potential; a blankness that would be
claimed and contested by many. It would leave a new notional space, but this space would be

paradoxical for it would contain the traces of issues set adrift by the removal of foundations upon
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which, previously, their discussion had rested. The removal of composition, similatly, creates a
fertile instability. The nemesis of mimesis as shown in Rodchenko and Malevich allows for a
questioning of that which was previously taken for granted; representation. [ also read the erasure
of the individual authorial mark as equally important for both artists — this may be inspired by
Impressionism, the first movement where systematically the authortal mark begins to be erased.
Blank space as represented by the monochrome has factored into it a fundamental duality; it is the
place where the condition of fullness and the condition of emptiness are often mistaken for one
another.

‘In order to perceive fullness, one must retain an acute sense of the emptiness
which defines it. Conversely, in order to perceive emptiness one must
apprehend other zones of the world as full [...] if only because the art work
exists 1n a wotld furnished with many other things. The artist who creates
silence or emptiness must produce something dialectical; a full void, an
enriching emptiness, a resonating or eloquent silence.’ (Sontag in Minimal Means

Ex.Cat.1989:10)
In a blank surface, conditions are interchangeable and can take advantage of this by swapping
clothes, deliberately confusing the viewer. Itis in this switching, this perpetual disguise, that
attempts can be made to re-order the world. The cancelling activity of the blank space of
monochrome can be read as a stamping-out or a covering over (as in Malevich’s Black Square), in a
possible attempt to destroy or conceal something. Howevet, this reading would need to take into
account the possibility that, in order to perform the concealment, the surface would have to
contain within itself the thing it wanted to destroy. In other words, it had to eat it up, to
assimilate 1n order to manage the threat. The ‘crime’ would then be covered over with a veil of
black paint, attention would be shifted neatly to the veil, (for it s all about the veil, after all) and
the culprit would thus become invisible. In Malevich’s case, for example, what gets assimilated
into the reading of his monochrome as the end of compositional relations is in fact a series of

actual compositional relations; present but rendered invisible by the black monochrome.
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1:3 Monochrome: Art or Object?
Monochrome is often positioned alongside such things as Duchamp’s readymades; both are
frequently seen as objects whose objectness puts the category of ‘art’ in crisis. Here,
monochrome’s psychic indeterminacy is concealed by a quite clear optical indeterminacy; the
trickery acquires an extra layer and begins to perform the movement of an oscillation. Barbara
Rose, in her 1965 essay ABC A, cites Malevich in a relation to Duchamp as dual initiator of
what is usually described as Minimalism;
‘In 1913, Kasimir Malevich, placing a black squate on a white ground that he
identified as the ‘void’, created the fitst suprematist composition. A year later,
Marcel Duchamp exhibited as an original wotk of art a standard metal bottle-
rack, which he called a ‘ready-made’. For half a century, these two wotks
marked the /imits of visnal art. Now, however, it appears that 2 new generation of
attists, who seem not so much inspired as impressed by Malevich and

Duchamp [...] are examining in a new context the implications of their radical
decisions. Often, the results are a curious synthesis of the two men’s work.’

(Rose in Battcock [ed] 1968:275, my italics)
Rose raises two important points; first of all the concept of ‘limits’ for visual art; limits which
monochrome, when decked out in the guise of art, always seems to float dangerously close to.
Secondly, she positions the origins of the Minimalist aesthetic within which monochrome 1s so
often located, as the result of a confluence of the work of two artists. Whilst the artists in
question are not diametric opposites, this could still be read as a juncture of a Two which
produces a tricky One (that is not really One, but Many). The practitioners of Minimalist art (also
called ‘ABC Art’, (Rose) ‘Literalist Art’ (by Michael Fried, unconvinced of its value™), ‘Primary
Structures’ and ‘Specific Objects’) generally had a developed awareness of the movements of
western art, and of their place within these movements., Malevich, the second great influence that
Rose mentions, was key to the Minimalists as a forerunner of an art that was free from service to
the state and free from representation and all its concomitant ideological constraints’’. Some
Minimalist artists paid tribute to the Russian Constructivist sculptors who had helped pave this
patticular way, for example Dan Flavin’s Monument for V. Tatlin, 1964. Flavin’s Monument, an

assembly of neon tubes, had not been carved, painted or even arranged by the artist - Flavin
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1ssued instructions to electricians in the gallery space for its arrangement. Echoes of Duchamp
resound in this kind of sculpture, echoes which are as evident in relation to chance as to the
exploration of the ‘non-art’ aesthetic. The favouring of simple order over complex compositional
relations resulted in what appeared to be an aesthetic of exclusion, a gradual paring down.
Importantly, as surfaces (or appearances) closed down, the possibilities of what could count as art
opened out quite radically. Even Clement Greenberg wrote that,

“The paradoxical outcome of this reduction has been [...] to expand the

possibilities of the pictorial; much more than before lends itself now to being

experienced pictorially or in meaningful relation to the pictorial; all sorts of

large and small items that used to belong entirely to the realm of the arbitrary
and the visually meaningless.” (Greenberg in O’Btian [ed] 1993:132)™

A work of art’s factuality or ‘objectness’ was understood, within the written discourses of
Minimalism, to directly problematise meaning. Interestingly, Lawrence Alloway writes of this
process as anti-significatory:
‘When we view art as an object we view it in opposition to the process of
signification. Meaning follows from the presence of the work of art, not from
its capacity to signify absent events or values (a landscape, the Passion, or
whatever). This does not mean we are faced with an art of nothingness or

boredom as has been said with boring frequency. On the contrary, it suggests

that the experience of meaning has to be sought in other ways.’ (Alloway in
Battcock [ed] 1968:55)

Alloway’s vision of Minimalism is not a simple challenging of existing codes, it’s a full-scale
takeover. Alloway reads Minimal works as though they were a new language, each piece
understandable in the context of another, similar piece, and changing the process of reading. The
work does this in two ways, first of all by its objectness, and secondly by its chaotic relation to the

concept ‘work’. Monochrome has quite happily acted as a sign for both, as we will see.

To consider monochrome’s ‘objectness’ first of all, some accounts write with a great deal of
certainty, as though the objectness of monochrome were already a given. Yve-Alain Bois
provides a classic example of this kind of ‘Phallic’ certainty when he writes, ‘Priscilla Colt’s

sensitive article in Art International in 1964, warned against looking at Reinhardt’s canvases as if
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they were pure monochromes (hence objects).” (Bois 1991:12). Lucy Lippard’s interpretation
provides another example, ‘if a surface is not painted, it becomes ‘sculptural’, no matter how the
edges are treated.” (Lippard 1966:59). The Phallus has spoken and there is no room for argument:
monochrome is an object. Only it isn’t, not completely. With its uncluttered clarity of surface,
monochrome is often cited as the ideal figure for Modernism as well as Minimalism. Most
importantly, it has been seen as the nearest thing to perfection in painting, with its exploration of
the flatness intrinsic to the medium as posited by Greenberg;

“The basic text in Greenberg-influenced criticism is an article, written after the

publication of At and Culture, but on which the essays in his book rest, called

Modernist Painting. Here he argues for self-criticism within each art, “through

the procedures themselves of that which is being criticized”. Thus “flatness,

two-dimensionality, was the only condition shared with no other art, and so

modernist painting oriented itself to flatness” *. (Alloway in Battcock [ed]

1968:51)
In spite of his commitment to each medium exploring its own truth, defining characteristics and
limit conditions, Greenberg also seemed to allow for the possibility that monochrome painting
was not entirely what it seemed. He famously stated that, ‘a stretched or tacked-up canvas already
exists as a picture (though not necessatily a successful one)’, (Greenberg in O’Brian [ed]
1993:131), contrasting with Motherwell wha thought the empty canvas beautiful to begin with. In
Recentness of Sculpture, Greenberg desctibes the ‘derision mixed with exasperation’ he felt on first
seeing Rollin Crampton’s neat-monochromatic pictures in 1951. Some time later, having seen
other monochromes (by Yves Klein, Sally Hazlett, Ad Reinhardt), he was ready to admit that

some ‘domestication’ had taken place, though what was domesticated was,

‘[-..] emptiness, the look of the “void”. A monochromatic flatness that could
be seen as limited in extension and different from a wall henceforth
automatically declared itself to be a picture, to be art [...] Minimal works are
readable as art, as almost anything is today — including a door, a table, or a

blank sheet of paper.’ (Greenberg in Battcock [ed] 1968:181,183)
So monochrome, at first appearing to be non-art, eventually became ‘readable’ as art. Greenberg
(wittingly or otherwise) is describing an oscillation, although it is an observable and optical one (as

well as having to do with the oscillating tastes of the spectator), rather than a hidden and psychical
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one. As aforesaid, monochrome also problematises the notion of ‘work’ — particulatly in an
industrial society that allows for the possibility of a ‘readymade’. Art was under threat, and as
Bois writes, ‘Even at the outset, industrialisation meant much more for painting than the
invention of photography and the incorporation of the mechanical into the artist’s process
through the readymade tube of paint. It also meant a threat of the collapse of art’s special status
into a fetish or a commodity.” (Bois 1990:233) Could the artefact still stay special? The pared-
down aesthetic of Minimalism privileged the mind of the artist, set creative genius above the
formetly fetishised hand, or brushstroke. Ideas replaced ‘work’ (or at least became equally
fetishised), and for Greenberg, this was the main problem with Minimalism. As early as 1924, El
Lissitsky (who did not actually make a monochrome) satirised the notion that the privileging of
the idea resulted in optically impoverished work,

‘Now the production of art has been simplified to such an extent that one can
do no better than order one’s paintings by telephone from a house painter

while one is lying 1n bed.” (Lissitsky in Buchloh 1986:45)
In one sense this attitude is a direct descendant of the jocular digs at ‘modern art’ as practised by
the imaginary monochromists of Nineteenth Century France. In both cases the comment (or the
work) is predicated on a sense of the ridiculous — how can such a thing possibly expect to be read
as art, especially when there is no evidence that the artist has actually doze anything? David
Batchelor suggests that this is, in fact, one of monochrome’s more mischievous roles.

‘For adults, getting up is usually the prelude to going to work. Lissitsky’s

staying put matked a refusal to go to work, or, more to the point, a recognition

that painting might have become largely a question of going to work [...] Now

that anyone could make a monochrome, why not stay in bed and order it up?

This 1s perhaps the greatest threat that the monochrome could whisper in the

car of paintng: “Pssst, you're not so special; there’s no difference anymore
between painting and a paint-job,” (Batchelor in Osbotne [ed] 2000:167)

Monochromes in the guise of the ‘readymade’ or that which puts ‘work’ into crisis, also perform a
task akin to Barthes’ notion of the Death of the Author. Whilst such a notion does not seem to
have a paralle] founding moment in the visual arts, when such monochromes appear they

challenge the idea of the artist as a uniquely gifted creator. Anyone could make one.
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Monochrome’s role here is as a democratising device; its mischievous mashing of equal parts
wheat and chaff encourage all and sundry to practice ‘art’ because now it looks easy.

Monochrome knocks the crown from the head of the Artist King,

The aesthetic of austerity, of course, had many critics. Peter Fuller writes,

“[...]in 1969 an exhibttion entitled, The Art of the Rea/ was sent out of MOMA

to the Tate Gallery in London. Characteristically, it was attempting to

legitimise internationally vacuous, American Late Modernism. It contained

coloured planks, bland monochromes, and cubes by a range of artists including

André, Feeley, Judd, Kelly, McCracken, Noland, Stella etc. On the cover was

the statement, “Today’s real (sic) makes no direct appeal to the emotions, nor

1s 1t involved in uplift, but instead offers itself in the form of the simple,

irreducible, irrefutable object™[...] Reinhardt’s parody has come to life: the

development of post-war American art is fixed in our minds as a great

evolutionary tree which somehow manages to feed and fertilise itself, and from

which all parasites fall. It was, however, an evolution towatrds — rather than

away from — a grey expanse of primordial sludge’. (Fuller 1980: 87)
Fuller’s disenchantment with the Modernist project is a disenchantment with what he sees as the
constraints of ‘objecthood’; he is unwilling to accept a message which has not enough ‘medium’
there for him to get hold of. Fuller’s ‘primordial sludge’, of course, is another critic’s ‘pure
painting’, and monochrome is also often situated within traditions of pictorial purity. The
monochrome becomes a figure for the exploration of the painter’s work, and therefore resembles
an experiment of some kind. With nothing superfluous allowed, monochrome is the perfect

lightweight, unencumbered vehicle through which both the ac? and the status of painting can be

explored.

The kind of monochrome that is made by a process of reduction, or that symbolises an aesthetic
of exclusion, also troubles received notions of how to ‘read’ a painterly surface, and I wonder
whether the ‘exclusion’ is symptomatic of some kind of Phallic activity. The White Phallus asserts
its power to define, in order to exclude. The act of fetishisation (of the ethnic ‘Other’, for

example) is 2 Phallic act, and one which simultaneously reinforces both the power of the Phallus,

68



and the perpetual ‘outsider’ status of the fetishised object. "T'hrough the optical surtface of a
monochrome whose blankness derives from exclusion, might it be possible to read in the psychic
surface a zersion of Phallic activity, one that bears structural resemblance to the activities of the
Phallus, but that is, in some way, re-appropriated? The fact that exclusion is a Phallic activity
does not, of course, make all practices of exclusion Phallic. However, 1if we remember that the
purpose of fetishism is to disavow the imagined sight of castration, this might help. 1t the subject
of Mixed Race as ‘tragic Mulatto’ reads as castrated, then once the Phallic ego looked on such a
creature, it would surely recognise in her optical/phenotypic surface the troubling reflection of his
own castration. This could explain some of the sexual fetishising ot Mixed Race subjects that can
happen. However, what I really want to suggest here is that the kind of problematic and
troubling Phallic activity in a structure that is outside of Phallic LLaw — in this case, monochromes
whose aesthetic 1s one of exclusion — is in some way structurally homologous to the pr()blcmatic

and troubling Whiteness in the optical and psychic surfaces of the subject of Mixed Race.

Figure 10: Ad Reinhardt, Abstract Painting No. 5 1962. Oil on canvas. 152.4 x 152.4cm. Tate Gallery, London.

The surtaces of Ad Reinhardt (1913-1966) [Figure 10] explore the negative, through repetition.
Reinhardt’s copious, fierce and profoundly contusing writings — what Yve-Alain Bois calls an

‘oxymoronic and asymptotic logic, always almost an illogic” (1991:11) — make a strong case for the
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exploration of doubt or negativity. Reinhardt stressed the intellectual power of asserting ‘not’.
For him denial was almost like an affirmation and he worked to a pictorial philosophy that what 1s
not there is more important than what és there. Barbara Rose in AABC Ar7 called him the “father’

of minimalism. As little as two years after his death, he was also hailed as the father of

conceptual att. It seems as though everyone wanted a piece of Reinhardt’s artistic pie. His eatlier

’. It is, however, for his black

paintings from the 1940s have busy, almost figurative surfaces’
paintings that Reinhardt is best known. These works, which began to appear in 1955 and carried
on until the end of his life, were as far as Reinhardt was concerned, both ‘the first paintings that
cannot be misunderstood’, and ‘the last paintings that anyone could make’®. These assertions
show that there was nothing there, to either understand or misunderstand. Reinhardt’s obsessive
repetition of the black monochrome (from 1959 onwards he would only paint square 5’x5’ black
canvases), earned him the status of ‘black monk’ of the New York School, 2 maverick status he
enjoyed. His black paintings differed only infinitesimally from one another in what Sam Hunter
refers to as his, ‘rather esotetic and severely reductionist art.” (Hunter 1991:27). Reinhardt was
interested in Jungian analytical psychology and Eastern philosophies — he said he was attracted to
Zen because it, ‘goes over and over something until it disappears’ ~ but he did not understand his
laying-on of paint as a devotional act in the same way as, say, Yves Klein. What he does share
with Klein is a strong objection to the idea of art as a kind of expressionistic autobiography. In
many of his cartoons and satirical drawings he liked to ridicule critic Harold Rosenberg and his
famous statement about Abstract Expressionism, that the canvas had become an ‘arena’ in which
the artist must ‘act’, flashing a glimpse of bare human psyche. However, the interest in
psychology and spirituality was definitely confined to his ‘Life’ as opposed to his ‘Art’; Reinhardt

repudiated any kind of supernatural content in pictures to be useless metaphysical baggage that

detracted the viewer from the experience of the painting, from Reinhardt’s own quest for an art

of absolute purity.
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Yve-Alain Bois (1991:11) directs attention to the fact that Reinhardt jotted down the phrase, ‘a
sigh which refuses to signify’, another oxymoron in the Reinhardtian tradition. Signification is
not only what signs do, it is also what they are. It is in the ‘refusal’ that the importance resides;
echoing Reinhardt’s own refusal to be categorised by critics of the time. He liked to collect lists

of all the different schools his work had been fitted into, usually to disprove them. Some of these
labels would include, ‘negativist’, ‘classicist’, ‘purist’, ‘avant-gardist’, ‘religious painter’ and so on
(Bois 1991:11). Reinhardt’s puritanical stance towards the absolute separateness of art and life
earned him another label; that of an artist with great integrity and ethical imperatives. All of this
just goes to show, however, how elusive and resistant to categorisation were Reinhardt’s singular
approaches to painting, and to life. Like Barthes’ notion of myth itself in his essay Myzh Today,
Reinhardt’s monochromes are a second-order semiological system, or meta-painting. A second-
order semiological system is constructed from a semiotic chain that preceded its own existence
(Barthes 1957:114), and obviously such a signifying system will not easily lend itself to
categorisation. Reinhardt’s failure to gain the admiration of his own generation was to haunt him
throughout his life, despite the fact that the new generation of young neo-conceptualists
(particularly Stella who collected Reinhardt’s black paintings), was profoundly influenced by his

stark form of non-objectivity. As signs that refuse to signify, Reinhardt’s almost identical black

Figure 11: Donald Judd, Unsitled 1963. Cadmium red light oil on wood. 49.5 x 114.3 x 77.5cm. Collection of G.
Locksley & G. Shea.
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canvases continually repeat and rehearse a paradox — the creation of something that is not there.

Donald Judd, who began as an art cntic, wrote with the kind of spare clarity that characterised the
look of his ‘specific objects’. Neither painting nor sculpture but a three-dimensional object in
between, the ‘specific object’ 1s by its very nature indeterminate. For Judd, the well of possibilities
inherent 1n both painting and sculpture had run dry. Interestingly for an indeterminate thing,
Judd drew attention to what he saw as the ‘singleness’ (Fer 1997:133) of the ‘specific object’.
Taking as an example Judd’s Untitled [Figure 11], it is possible to begin to see the conflation of a
‘single’ object with voided object". Untitled was exhibited in 1963 at the Green Gallery, New
York, as part of a series of sculptures, all painted the same colour to emphasise the unity of the
whole. In the essay Specific Ojbects, Judd wrote that, “The thing as a whole, its quality as a whole, 1s
what 1s interesting’ (Judd in Harrison & Wood [eds] 1992:183). Untitled interests me because 1t
shows its status as an empty object, an object filled with a void. Bryony Fer takes this
fundamental duality and runs with it brilliantly, making observations about what is ‘repressed’
within Judd’s structures and his writing™. Whilst Judd’s lack of interest in the spectator was cleat,
and his work 1s often made to stand for logic and rationality, Fer makes an ingenious claim for a
‘tepressed’ in his work, which shifts the status of Judd’s monochrome object from an optical (ot
physical) unity to a psychic duality;

T want to argue that Judd’s art expresses, even in the prohibitions it imposes,

its own type of anxiety. This does not involve a simple negation of pleasure,
but the work mobilises a rather different set of pleasures from those associated

with opticality. More than anything else, it is an often uneasy relationship
between anxiety and pleasure that characterises the effects of the work.
Although Judd and others stressed the singleness of the object, this split
between anxiety and pleasure occurs at the cost of the unity of the viewing

subject.” (Fer 1997:137)
Fer differs from previously-quoted Phallic readers in at least three ways. First of all she refuses to
allow for a single, ‘simple’ reading of Judd’s blankness; instead she engages immediately with the

possibility of duality and/or multiplicity. Secondly, Fer’s reading of the effects of the work as
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mobilising in the spectator an ‘uneasy relationship between anxiety and pleasure’ performs a
radical opening out of meaningful possibilities by deploying the psycbic activities of both object
and spectator. Thirdly, her acknowledgement that there is a ‘cost’ for the viewing subject’s unity
places her interpretation very much outside of the tradition of Phallic certainty whose aim is to
preserve the unity of the (Phallic) spectating subject at all costs. In troubling that unity, or

entertaining the possibility that that unity is unstable, Fer’s criticism is refreshingly a-Phallic.

For Fer, the split is mirrored — the psychic duality of the object invokes an analogous reaction in
the spectator (ot, perhaps, a recognition of that spectator’s own psychic duality?). The smooth,
even nature of Judd’s monochrome objects refuses the spectator the possibility of engagingin a
reading of compositional elements or parts, confusing any tacit knowledge of how to approach
such a surface. However, the deeper and more radical unsettling that Fer suggests Judd’s objects
perform is in, ‘what I call the dual structure of anxiety and pleasure which undetlies Judd’s work
[...] I do not want to reinforce conventional equations of colour with pleasure and industrial
materials with rationality, which are precisely the kinds of opposition that Judd’s “specific
objects” put in question.” (1997:148). Again, Fer recognises Judd’s problematic framing of a void
as something that is troubling to established categories, that performs precisely the function of a
question to those categories. In actively refusing to engage with such Phallic binaries as ‘colour
equals pleasure’ versus ‘industrial materials equal clarity’, Fer frees her reader from the constraints
of Phallic spectatorship, and is therefore able to actually read, rather than avoid the blankness. If
a writer like McEvilley exemplifies, in some of his work, a tendency towards the kind of Phallic
reading that disavows blankness, or forces it to ‘mean’ a single thing, then someone like Fer
would provide the perfect example of a non-Phallic, or a-Phallic reading; a reading where

blankness 1s perceived as something mobile, unfixed and ultimately worth examining,
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The sheer scale of some Minimalist works, along with the radical positioning of others (for
example, on floors or ceilings) meant that Minimalism was often seen as a direct and new
challenge to the physical body of the spectator. We remember Michael Fried’s dictum that
‘presentness is grace’ (Fried 1998:168). Whilst Judd’s matetials, and the large scale of some of his
works are often read as belonging to the hard, ‘masculine’ surfaces of Minimalism, their flawlessly
smooth surfaces could in fact be ruined by the tiniest oily fingerprint. Fer suggests that the
anxiety inherent in Judd’s object is, then, an anxiety about touch. Formally, Un#itled ot 1963
fudges the limits of the binary inside/outside. The object’s edges are clearly seen, but so 1s its
empty interior. The visibility of the void inside the structure emphasises the void space
surrounding the structure, the space the spectator moves and sees in. Here, Fer draws the
reader’s attention to Lacan’s version of the uncanny, which has explicitly to do with the concept
of a psychic skin (1997:148). L’extimité reveals neither inside nor outside, but acts as a rupture in
the continuous skin which reveals the ‘empty’ centre, the Real. Exposure of the Real generates
anxiety and feelings of vulnerability, the ego’s reaction to this is one of manic covering-over.
Certain kinds of monochrome reveal the Real in a comparable way to Judd’s structures. In Judd,
the three-dimensionality of the work creates perceptible levels of Real (as well as real) depth,
which I suggest are hotrifying to a spectator who is determined not to see the Real. Drawing on
Lacan’s notion of /extimité, a three-dimensional object such as Judd’s box would at first appear to
present the possibility of containing the Real. However the spectator’s ensuing unconscious
realisation that the Real cannof be contained — the box is not a closed object, and furthermore the
void within it echoes the void the entire box occupies —is terrifying, and engenders a sustained
effort in the spectator to cover over or dispuise what they think they have just seen. This can take
many forms, the most obvious of which is the kind of critical writing that denies uncertainty,

indeterminacy, or the void (which is itself indeterminate).
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Anna C. Chave’s reading of blankness in Minimalism can be understood as a determined attempt
to pretend she hasn’t seen the full horror of the Real — so determined, in fact, that she aligns it
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