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Painting Beside Itself

DAVID JOSELIT

With a eharacteristie flourish of perversity linking painting to pasta, Martin
Kippenberger identified the most important problem o be addressed on canvas
gince Warhol in an imerview of 1990-81: “Simply i hang a painting on the wall and
gay that it's art is dreadful, The whole nerwork s important! Even spaghettin . . ..
When you say art, then everything possible belongs o it In a gallery that is also
the floor, the architeciure, the color of the walls.™ 1§ we ke Kippenberger ac his
word, & significant question arises: How does painting belong fo g network ! This lace
twentieth-century problem, whose relevance has only increased with the ubiquity
of digital nevworks, joins a sequence of modernist questions: How does painting
signify in the semiotic aporias of Cubism or the non-objective utopias of the histore-
ical avant-gardes? How can the status of painting ar maller be mads explicit (ie.,
through the incorporation of readymades, and the rise of the monochrome and
seriality 2s well as the gestural technigques of dripping, pouring, and staining)?
And Hew might pointing meel the challenge of mechenienl wefroduction (as in strategies
of appropriation spanning Pop's silk screens of the 1960z and the Picures genera-
tion's return o painting in the 1980s)? None of these problems exists in isolation
or ever disappears; instead, there are shifts in emphasis in which earlier questions
ave reformulated through newer ones,

Certainly, painting bas always belonged 1o networks of distribution and exhi-
bition, but Kippenberger claims something more: that, by the early 1990s, an
individual painting should explicitly visualize such networks. And indeed,
Kippenberger's studio assistants and close associates (some might call them collab-
erators)—such as Michael Erebber, Merlin Garpenter, and his interviewer of
192031, Juria Boether—have developed pracuices in which painting sutures a vie-
wial world of images onte an acoeal nerwork compeosed of human acors, allowing
neither aspect w eclipse the olher. In Koether's 2009 exhibition Lux Faterier ar
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uitta Keether, Hot Bod (after Poassin). 09
Catirdery of Nesrn Shaulings Fiue Arf. Meotagrafl
Iy Fogzod Cmang,

Feena Spaulings ﬂall_cr:r' in MNew York, for imstanoee, |_|-:.||'||Ii.r|._g funcriomed as a eyvino-
U -|:|.J"'|;u:rf|:prn13:|'_|g'-a:'r installation, and [_;qli1111he| v, The exhilitiom centered on
a single work mounted on an angled foating wall—much like 3 sereen—which, as
Roether put it, had one foot on and one foot off the mised pladorm chan delin-
eates the gallery’s cxhibition area, as though caught in the act of stepping
onstage.? This effect was enhanced by a vintage scoop light trained on the paint-
ing that had been salvaged from The Saint. a famous gay nightclub tha officially
closed in 1988 largely as a consequence of the AIDS crisis. The coanvas itself, fo
el {after Powssie) (2000, is a ncarly moncchromatic reworking of Poussin’s
Landscage witk Pyramus and Thishe [1651), representing a Boman myth centered on
the extinction of love—and hife—causedd |:|-:.- 1the ||'|i.".|'1.'u.-dil'l;gI al viswal cues
|:P!I.'I‘HIII|IK gees Thishe's ruined vetl and asumes she has been murdercd h}' a
lioness, lesding to his suicide, and theo, upon finding bim dead, Thishe's own).
The painting is predominantly red—the color of blood and anger (and by exien-
gion AIDS)—and it centers on 2 xnﬂr:n;l-up mntil—a gi;ml lale Ii.gllhﬁ:l:lg thiat

L The exhihithomn's rress ek dearalues ik Inillling as “fastalledd o s oo wnll, witl one Too
on the sage and one loonoff . ., *
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Kowther, L lnnerior. 200098 fastailolien
wvr, Hivena Sperneliregs Fine Ary, 30009,
Pty by Fiorzed Ooonangr,

had plaved & much less prominent role in Poussin’s canvas, This jagred form
divides the composition like a scar, around which brushstrokes coagulate, The
marks are by wrns entative and assertive, someihing like a caress hefare 2 sl
Indeed, inspired by T, |. Clark’s extended reading of Poussin in The Sigf o Lhverdhy
(2006), Rocther develops a gesture that is deeply ambivalen: equally composed of
sell-assertion and interpretation, her strokes are depleted of expressive urgency by
marking the elapsed time between Poussin's 1651 and her 20093 Three leciupe
perlormuances accompanicd the exhibition in which Eoether moved aroond and
even under the wall that supported her canvas—her body and the bright anger of
her recitation of collaged wxt lhienished o frame for the canvas. The painting's
(W Presence as & persenage—aor inlerlacotor—auwas forther enhaneed by strobse
light= [hshing cnto ic in dilferent confipurations during these live evenis as i
painting and painter had encouncered one ancther in a clukb, 9

Liex futerivr alfored a sophisticated rosporge to e guestion with which [ began:

Hour does fecirat tng befong io o netiworf® 08 worth paosing to consider how difficult it is o
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vimebize etworks, whisch, in their incompreleraible scale, ranging [rom the inponsd-
bly small microchip 1o the imposibly vast global Internet, truly embaody the
contemporary sublime. One need only Google “Internet maps™ o rm up Star
Trek-inspired images of interconnected solar sysiems than do linde 10 enhance one’s
understanding of ihe wrallic i information e do muoch e e iigital worlids 1o
ancient waditions of stargazing. Kocther approaches the problem in a different way.
Instezid of attempling 1o vissilize the overl contours of a network. she aculizes the
hefervaion aff eliperts it refavends by demonstrating what T wouled ke o call their transi-
tivity, The Oxford English Dictlonary gives one definition of “transitite” as
“expressing an action which passes over w an object.” 1 can think of o bener werm 1o
capture the stans of oljects within networks—wlilch are definal by their cireulation
from place to plce and their subsequent ismskiion int new contexis—than this
rotion of passege®  In Lux fededer, Koether established such trinsitivity along two
axes. Firat, each bnshsiroke of her reenacunent of Poussin's Lasedseee with Pyramas
anal Fleide conboddlics the passage of time, This diachronic axis of paiming-as-mediom
is joincd o a socond symchronic kind of peescege whisch moves o From Ednting-as-
culural artifact o the social networks surrounding it as indicated both by Fa Bods
belavior s a personage (it "steps” on stage, is lighted by disco lamps, eie,) as well as
the anist’s performance as the painting’s discursive and bodily interlooutor in her
e becture events,

8 Widwems Marced Dvielenp's Bracination with passige within panging, mon o in soks sich i Prasge
S Viegi o Beule {19720 bk i The Lagge Gl (190550 aiml even through e peregrinations of ihe
resichyiemeliss oot thielr "lnas™ Dhis sanrms & o] immmsent e acknomlsdge e i|h|lnr|;pu,1_- of [l paimting
nin ther comemparary develiprment 1 an sbetohing out, Whsethser the infloenoe i diveot oo o, and I'm
soamew il chislafial i te, bexth Dewbs and secalled neo-diads mibs wore explormg bone juisiiag migh
embrme imctwols bevonad el For ocesple, soc CGomge Balors, T Arfawl Campld by i Tl Franis
Fliemtiia vl Diala i Pavis (Chmnbericdgr, s, MIT Press, 3007, especially chapier 2= The Astwaord, Camgha
by the Tuil: Dela Faimtieg™; arnd Bramlen W, |oeph, Rosdon Ol Roberd Risebenberr el e New Amnt
fanle (Camvhiriclgee, Mo MTT Press, SHE), Thiorry dae Do s of course weities imporantly o the nela
ticmslvips betwesn Dichamg’s pmimtieg and ihe resdymde, Thise ldes ae collecied in Raoi Al Trechamp
sl lge, Mass: MIT Pros, 1996} In oy own Pafisite B Alead Dachamp 970-1949 1 (Cambaridze,
Mo MIT Poess, 19585) 1 aelebtwes the quansibon of Dudhueng’s peinting in different woes
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Stepien Prine. Exejuisite Corpse: The Complete Pantings of
Manaet, 206 of 556, Mme. Edouand Manen et Paysage § Becek-s-
Ber (&anel’s Wil ancd I.4||'ul:-q'1||u_- al Beerek-sup-Mer) TETS, 2004,

What defines transitive |'E|::|||:|Ii||;|_r|1 of which Koether TEproseinis |,_||'|]:|' e
“micand,” is s capacity to hold in suspension the pasages internal toa canvas, and
those external e i In this regard, |r:.|:i:||[i||g sinee the 199 has [olded ine iscll
so-cilled “institutional eritigue” withowt Galling o the modernist trap of nega-
tipm, where works on canvas are repeatedly reduced o degres zero while
remaining wnique objects of conemplion and market speculation. From (his
cooler perspective. Stephen Prina stands in a position analogous o Kippenberger
vis-a-vis younger artists such as Chevney Thompson, Wade Guyien, and K. H.
Chiaviman, In 1985, Prina initiated an ongoing project tded Foposie Corfaey The
Compete Paintings of Mawet, in which an offset lithograph representing a visual
index of Edovard Manet’s corpus of 556 works (arranged w0 scale in a grid ol
"Blanks” based cn the contoor and dimensions of each painting or deawing) was
exhibived next w a sequence of manechmome sepia ink drawings made by Prina w
the exact size and formal of corvesponding works in Manets ocuvee. While these















